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1 Introduction 

Power imbalances within social hierarchies are at the core of contemporary 

dystopian literature. This genre, wildly popular especially within Young Adult fiction, 

has established its place at the top of best seller lists and box office records within 

the first two decades of the 21st century. From the Hunger Games series (2008 – 

2010) to Margaret Atwoood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), its TV adaptation by 

Hulu (2017-present) and the release of the novel’s sequel The Testaments (2019), 

popular dystopian tales feature complex social systems placing the protagonists in 

precarious positions. The way in which they are established and maintained, where 

they draw their inspiration from, and whether they primarily thematise gender, race, 

or economic class, vary widely from author to author. Power structures in dystopian 

regimes of contemporary literature are the focus of this thesis. To this end, I will be 

analysing a novel that features a complex social hierarchy, uniquely based on 

colour, British author Jasper Fforde’s Shades of Grey: The Road to High Saffron 

(2010)1, originally titled just Shades of Grey. The novel sets up two sequels, 

Painting by Numbers and The Gordini Protocols, however despite their titles being 

announced in the first paperback edition (2011), there has so far been no 

confirmation that these will actually be published. It is not clear whether Fforde 

decided to change the name to avoid confusion with E.L. James’ 50 Shades of 

Grey (2011). The 2011 paperback of Fforde’s novel already features the subtitle 

The Road to High Saffron on the title page, but it is not found on any English-

language edition’s cover page. Fforde is best known for his alternate history 

mystery Thursday Next (2001-2012) series, written in seven instalments, which 

also produced two Nursery Crime (2005-2006) spin-offs. He has also written one 

Young Adult trilogy, The Dragonslayer (2010-2014). His latest publication, Early 

Riser (2018), consists of the same satirical alternate history features he has 

become known for.  

Shades of Grey is a dystopian novel narrated in the first person by 

protagonist Eddie Russett, whose name reflects his status as a Red: someone who 

 

1 Within this thesis the novel will be referred to as Shades of Grey for simplicity’s sake. 
Unless otherwise indicated, any numbers in round brackets refer to this version. 
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can see the red spectrum of light. The plot takes place over the course of just four 

days and is told in retrospect, with Eddie reflecting and commenting on the events. 

The story is set in Chromatacia, an alternative version of Wales hundreds of years 

in the future. An event only referred to as the Something That Happened, details 

of which have been forgotten, destroyed the previous society, whose members are 

aptly referred to as the Previous. There are clear pointers that the plot’s immediate 

surroundings correspond to modern Wales, most obviously the mention of the 

“Pepetwlait Heol Canolfan Cymru A470” (Fforde 319), which translates to 

Perpetulite2 Central Wales Road and refers to the A470 road from Cardiff to 

Llanduno. Mentions of famous artworks such as Caravaggio’s Judith Beheading 

Holofernes (c. 1598–1599) in the text named “Frowny Girl Removing Beardy’s 

Head” (159), connect this society to ours, while at the same time showing the loss 

of knowledge, e.g. of titles of artwork, but not the art itself.  

Organised in decentralised sectors and villages, the social system, as well 

as life in general, is based on colour perception. Humans have become mostly 

colour-blind, with those that see less than 10% of any given colour referred to as 

‘Greys’ and given few rights. The rest of society is arranged in the order of the 

visual spectrum, with those able to see red at the second-lowest rank and Purples 

ranking highest. Village councils consist of a Purple and representatives of those 

able to perceive the primary colours, while certain professions are reserved for 

certain colours. Eddie, together with his ‘swatchman’ father, this world’s version of 

a doctor, is sent to East Carmine, a village on the outskirts, to learn humility. 

Submission to the rules and manners are the cornerstones of this society, and a 

prank Eddie played marked him as a non-conforming member who needs to be 

temporarily removed from more civilised society. There, he meets Jane G23, a 

rebellious Grey, who helps him see the oppressive nature of his world. Typical for 

Fforde’s novels, the text is full of satirical references and highly humorous, which 

helps to conceal the dystopian realities of Chromatacia from both Eddie and the 

reader for a long time. The true extent of the repression is not revealed until page 

393 of 432, more than 90 percent through the text, when Eddie reaches the 

abandoned city of High Saffron. He discovers that rather than being sent to re-

 

2 A self-regenerating building material used for a multitude of purposes in the novel. 
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education in the capital, non-conforming members of the society are executed by 

exposure to a deadly disease. 

Shades of Grey uses colour to assign and maintain social standing within the 

hierarchical social system, but how is this achieved? The objective of this paper is 

to describe how the concepts of hegemony, ideology, and discipline, as discussed 

by Antonio Gramsci, Louis Althusser, and Michel Foucault, respectively, help 

explain the distribution of power within the social hierarchy of Jasper Fforde’s 

Shades of Grey. I postulate that colour is used as a metaphor for social caste 

systems. 

Utopian literature has been a staple of speculative fiction for hundreds of 

years. Though Thomas More’s novella Utopia (1516) coined the genre’s name, 

Utopia or eutopia deriving from the Greek word topos (place) in connection with 

either the prefix ou (not) or eu (good) (Murphy 478), it is far from the first example 

of such narratives. Plato’s Republic (380 BCE) is an early utopian text, describing 

the structure of a society Aristotle imagined as ideal, but one of the earliest texts 

of the wider utopian genre is The Bible’s Book of Revelation. As a depiction of a 

world significantly worse than that of the writer, functioning as a warning of the 

readers’ potential future, this text can be classified as a dystopia, a negative utopia. 

The dual meaning of the term ‘utopia’, both a place that is exceptionally good, and 

a place that does not exist, shows the conflicting duality inherent to the concept. It 

is the imagination of a perfect world that might be too good to ever truly exist and 

is often not meant to be realistic. In the case of a dystopia, it is what the author 

imagines as a possible negative scenario for their world if their contemporary 

society either does not change or changes in a way the author deems dangerous. 

Accordingly, utopias are often based on ideas and structures already present in 

the author’s contemporary surroundings, extrapolating them to its extremes.  

While Thomas More did not settle on one meaning for the ambiguous term 

utopia, nowadays it is widely accepted to mean a ‘good’ utopia. One explanation 

for this is the rising popularity of negative utopias or anti-utopias, mirror versions 

of the ideal society with a focus on the negative, within the 20th and 21st century, 

from Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932) to the previously mentioned Hunger 

Games series. Once this concept was created, utopia was deemed to be based in 

the positive, though ‘eutopia’ is sometimes preferred in order to avoid ambiguity. 
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Negative utopias, previously also called cacotopias, are nowadays generally 

known as dystopias. Deriving from the Greek word for “bad”, the prefix dys- 

encapsulates the dysfunctional, depressing reality of the anti-utopia, in which the 

perfection of the utopia is turned on its head.  

Just as the ambiguity of utopia’s meaning, the discussion of this genre is 

steeped in dissonance regarding its definition and sub-genres. Lyman Tower 

Sargent’s article The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited serves as a good 

starting point for this, as his clear and thorough genre distinctions are built upon by 

several other utopia scholars cited in this thesis. Sargent (9) distinguishes between 

utopia, eutopia, dystopia, anti-utopia, utopian satire, and critical utopia. All his 

genre definitions are based on the respective text’s author’s intent and perception 

of their own society, something which is, in most respects, impossible to verify. It 

also leads to the next problem one faces when categorising texts as eutopian or 

dystopic: subjectivity. More intended his island to be perceived as eutopian, 

however the slavery featured within the text makes it impossible to see it as such 

for modern readers. Older texts are affected by a shift of morals and values as time 

changes, turning novels that may have been intended as eutopian into modern 

dystopias and vice versa. However, modern texts can experience this as well, 

particularly when written from an extreme standpoint. A misogynists eutopia, for 

example, would be a feminist’s dystopia. Taking this into account, genre 

distinctions are never clear-cut. Another way of distinguishing between 

eutopia/dystopia is the narrative structure of a text. Typically, eutopias are explored 

by an outsider, described overtly and in detail, and directly contrasted to the reality 

of the protagonist, which is often also that of the author. Dystopias, however, 

usually feature a protagonist who grew up within this world and may or may not be 

aware of the negative aspects, as they have no comparison. Here, it is up to the 

reader to draw conclusions by connecting the novel’s events to their own 

experience. 

 Beyond the discussion of sub-genres, there is also the question of where 

to place utopian novels within the wider literary genres. As utopian worlds often are 

set in the future, at least from the author’s point of view, they often feature 

innovative technologies, leading to them being classified as science-fiction. 

Margaret Atwood’s dystopian novel-turned-TV series The Handmaid’s Tale is 
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sometimes called speculative fiction, while Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High 

Castle (1962) is considered alternate history rather than science-fiction. Not only 

the wider genre is a point of discussion, but it can also be questioned whether 

dystopia is sub-genre of the utopian genre or a genre of its own. However, 

subscribing fully to the later theory would mean ignoring the not only linguistically 

obvious roots of dystopian literature in utopian texts. 

Virtually all dystopian novels feature hierarchies. Dystopian narratives 

almost always centre around oppression of the masses, which necessitates the 

introduction of an elite group with higher social standing and more power than the 

oppressed. However, some authors go further and establish a complex system of 

castes and social categories that reaches beyond a simple dichotomy of powerful 

versus powerless, such as the multi-layered caste system in Brave New World. 

Texts like these are of particular interest, as they show that even in disadvantaged 

positions, people leverage the little power they do have against those in lower 

social positions. How they use the little power they are given to further the 

oppression of those beneath them can give us a better understanding of the 

complexity of society. Rather than featuring a comparatively simple binary system 

of an equally disenfranchised 99% and a leading elite, or a classic power dynamic 

along gender lines, i.e. a clear-cut 50% of the population having considerably less 

access to power, these hierarchical systems are more realistic in the sense that 

they portray the complexity of real human societies.  

Historically, there have been four primary types of social systems, castes, 

estates, status groups or economic classes. Castes are best known as the ancient 

Indian social system, representing social groups based on degrees of ‘pollution’, 

i.e. the highest-ranking caste is the purer one. Inter-caste marriages are typically 

forbidden, and children inherit their parents’ caste. Castes dictate a person’s 

customs, diet, and traditionally occupation, and are assigned specific colours. 

Though there are four major castes in Indian society, Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Sudras 

and Vais, in addition to the ‘untouchables’ outside the caste system, there are 

thousands of sub-castes (Merriam-Webster's Encyclopedia of World Religions 

186). Estates, or orders, are found in medieval Europe, splitting up the population 

in three groups: the praying, the fighting, and the labouring. Members are born into 
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their respective groups, with social mobility nigh inexistent, and are assigned 

specific duties and privileges.  

Within status groups, members are ranked according to prestige. Status can 

be determined by unchangeable factors, such as descent and gender, or factors 

that can be influenced, e.g. occupation and education. Quite what is determined to 

be high- or low-prestige depends on the system and can change over time, 

particularly race and gender impact prestige less nowadays than they did a 

hundred years ago. Generally, status is not based on a single aspect, but on a 

combination of factors intersecting with each other. Intersectionality of prestige 

markers is an important topic, as when trying to fully represent someone’s position 

within society, the various aspects cannot be studied in isolation but the way they 

influence each other must be taken into consideration, 

Lastly, social class, the most widely used classification, is based primarily 

on economic factors. Social class and stratification are primary themes of Marxist 

theory. Karl Marx famously identified two major classes, the oppressive 

bourgeoisie, and the oppressed proletariat, based on who owns the means of 

production. His theories have been developed further by Max Weber to include 

finer distinctions based on occupation, which influenced John Goldthorpe’s 7-class 

model, still in use today to research class within the UK. This occupation-based 

model with its vertical ranking is particularly interesting as a comparison to Shades 

of Grey’s social hierarchy. 

Social hierarchies, no matter which system they are based on, necessitate 

inequality, as otherwise a higher rank would not be distinguishable. Generally, 

three kinds of inequality can be distinguished: legal inequality, equality of 

opportunity and equality of outcome. Not all of these can be achieved at the same 

time, leading to some inequalities being permitted for the purpose of fairness. 

Further, positions within social systems are not always static, unless based on 

birth, as in estate and caste systems. This means that one generation can rise or 

fall in rank above their parent generation, which is referred to as inter-generational 

social mobility. A person changing rank within one lifetime, is called intra-

generational social mobility. The details of this complex aspect reveal the depth of 

a social system and its rigidity, something particularly interesting when analysing 

dystopian social hierarchies. 
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The power dynamics and social hierarchies of dystopian literature are rigid 

and unbreakable. Often, one’s social standing is rooted in genetic predispositions, 

such as physical appearance or certain abilities. Some dystopian novels, such as 

the classic Brave New World even go as far as to show how the regime 

manipulates embryos to ensure genetic suitability for the specific role each caste 

is to play in society. Other societies maintain the genetic boundaries with strict 

marriage and reproductive laws, though some aspects are still left up to nature to 

decide. Social mobility and the ability to change one’s caste is not usually intended 

and, in many instances, impossible. To the modern reader, the similarities to the 

atrocities perpetrated by the Third Reich, in particular to race laws, are obvious, 

though the idea of eugenics was in no way limited to or invented in 1930s Germany. 

First suggestions of selective breeding to improve health and strength can be 

traced to Plato’s Republic, though its modern history started in the early 20th 

century in the United Kingdom (Goering n.p.). 

Though in Shades of Grey, families are naturally climbing the ranks with 

each subsequent generation until, once at the top, their rank begins to sink again, 

this mobility seems to be rather rare in the genre. The system’s rigidity is also 

shown by the longevity of the dystopian governments. Rarely do dystopian novels 

set their plot near the beginning of a new regime. Usually, the reader meets the 

protagonist in a world with a political system established several generations ago, 

often unchanged since. Even if the system is relatively new, such as in The 

Handmaid’s Tale, it is characteristic that by and large, the populace does not 

question the system in which it lives. Whether it is because people are in power or 

because those in power control their livelihood, rebellion against the pecking order 

is often restricted to a small group that may or may not topple the regime in the 

course of the novel despite all odds. The way power is maintained within repressive 

systems has been a major point of interest for Marxist philosophers, many of which 

have been basing their theories off each other. French theorist Michel Foucault 

explains this dynamic in Discipline and Punish (1975) by studying prison systems 

of the 18th and 19th centuries. He detects a major shift in punishment from corporal 

torture to non-physical disciplining and extrapolates from there to analyse how 

these new principles are being applied outside of the penitentiary system. He 

claims that the new prison system’s disciplinary tactics of are also found in the 
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military, hospitals, and in schools. By ranking prisoners, students, or the ordinary 

citizens according to their abiding of the rules, and making these ranks visible, 

individuals will be incentivised to self-correct any unapproved behaviour (Foucault 

181). This is also largely based on his thoughts on Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon 

(1787), a prison that enables a single person to observe many prisoners at once, 

without the observed being able to verify when their observer is present (Foucault 

201). This principle is also found in modern CCTV. The public can be observed at 

any moment but there is no way of knowing whether it actually is at any given time, 

therefore, in principle, criminals are being deterred from committing crimes out of 

fear they will be caught immediately.  

Louis Althusser describes the systems necessary to maintain public 

submission as consisting of both Repressive State Apparatuses (RSA) and the 

Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA). RSAs represent the executive forces, 

whereas ISAs perpetuate the government’s power by teaching ideology in school, 

church, theatres, etc. This idea is based on Antonio Gramsci’s theories on cultural 

hegemony, which describes leadership not through physical force, but by 

implementing the values of the ruling class as the cultural norms of the entire 

society using ideology. The way these principles are used in Shades of Grey is 

highly interesting, as there is a large focus on ideology, which here is based on the 

idea of society as a collective even the slightest misdemeanour can destroy. 

Obedience is ensured through a combination of societal pressure, enforced 

through the colour ranking and a disciplinary social credit system quantifying 

‘correct’ behaviour. 

Shades of Grey stands out from other dystopian novels because it not only 

features an extraordinarily complex hierarchical pyramid but uses colour 

perception as the basis of social rank. In my research, I have found some other 

dystopian novels that chose colour as measures of status or power, however those 

usually manifest in outward displays, such as skin, eye, or hair colour. Colour in 

Shades of Grey is the core value of civilisation, which makes the ability to see it 

the most valued skill of all. 
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2 Utopia and dystopia 

The word “utopia” is a portmanteau based on the Greek word u or ou, which means 

non, no or not, and “-topia”, a variation of the Greek word topos for place, followed 

by the suffix -ia to donate a location. “Utopia” therefore means “no place”. The more 

commonly known second meaning of “a good place” stems from a phonetic pun 

based on the Greek eu for “good”. This is likely how Thomas More wanted the title 

of his novel Utopia (1516), which later became the genre’s namesake, to be read 

(Sargent 5). However, not all scholars and authors consider utopias to be both 

good and non-existent places, and some apply the name “utopia” to negatively 

perceived world. Sometimes, a utopia is not even a concrete location, but a society 

not bound to one place.  

A look at various definitions utopian scholars and writers work with reveal 

that while most agree that utopias are optimistic imaginations, there is some debate 

about whether utopias need to be perfect to deserve the name. To Ruth Levitas, 

utopia is “how we would live and what kind of world we would live in if we could do 

just that”, but she also points out that “sometimes utopia embodies more than an 

image of what the good life would be and becomes a claim about what it could and 

should be: the wish that things might be otherwise becomes a conviction that it 

does not have to be like this” (1). Lyman Tower Sargent describes utopianism as 

“social dreaming - the dreams and nightmares that concern the ways in which 

groups of people arrange their lives and which usually envision a radically different 

society than the one in which the dreamers live” (3). Margaret Atwood, acclaimed 

writer of dystopias, sees utopias as “the imagined perfect societ[ies]” (66) which 

are “not-exactly places, which are anywhere but nowhere, and which are both 

mappable locations and state of mind” (75). Tom Moylan finds utopias “somewhere 

other than the author’s society” (Demand 3), focusing “on a quest for what has 

been repressed or denied” (34) that “serves to stimulate in its readers a desire for 

a better life and to motivate that desire toward action by conveying a sense that 

the world is not fixed once and for all” (35). Eric Rabkin, Martin Greenberg, and 

Joseph Olander establish that “fictions of social perfection” (vii) had been written 

centuries before More coined the term utopia. Moritz Kaufmann defines utopia as 

“some happy island far away, where perfect social relations prevail, and human 
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beings, living under an immaculate constitution and a faultless government, enjoy 

a simple and happy existence, free from the turmoil, the harassing cares, and 

endless worries of actual life” (qtd. in Levitas 12). However, Gregory Claeys sees 

“[utopian] societies [as] not perfect, but they recognize deficiencies in human 

nature, such as the conflict of passion with reason, the possibility of crime, the 

collision of desires, and so on” (Rethinking 90). It is obvious that there is a great 

deal of disagreement about the definition of utopia in the scientific field dedicated 

to researching it, though there are some commonalities most scholars and writers 

can agree on: Utopia is a society other than the ones with which the author and the 

reader are familiar, and it differs from their realities in a significant amount, usually 

the utopia being the better one of the two in some aspect. These different concepts 

of utopia necessitate a clarification of terms and a separation of distinct sub-

genres. Furthermore, it also needs to be considered that ‘utopia’ has been used 

both to refer to an imaginary society or location and the literary text form that 

describes these societies (Vieira 4). Definitions for both concepts will be discussed, 

but they are not to be confused with each other. 

The play on words contained in the title of More’s novel is also found in a 

more explicit form at the very end of the text, in a poem supposedly sent by the 

resident laureate of Utopia, Anemolius, to Raphael Hythloday, the traveller who 

first told More about the island. The poem, together with maps, letters and Utopian 

alphabets, forms part of ancillary materials produced by More to perpetuate the 

idea that his text is not fictional, but an account of an existing island realm. These 

materials are not included in every edition (and sometimes not at all), though they 

were generally included in early editions. In the poem attributed to Anemolius, More 

compares his utopia to Plato’s Kallipolis, imagined in his Republic, claiming that 

Utopia excels this city, and due to the happiness abounding on the island should 

rightfully be called Eutopia: “Wherefore not Utopie, but rather rightly / My name is 

Eutopie: a place of felicity” (128). This poem, added on as if on an afterthought and 

not included in many of the texts’ editions, is the root of “the perennial duality of 

meaning of utopia as the place that is simultaneously a non-place (utopia) and a 

good place (eutopia)” (Vieira 5). Since utopia and eutopia are homophones in 

English, some ambiguity about the true meaning of the island’s name will always 

remain, though in utopian studies considerable steps have been taken to define 
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the term further to avoid confusion. It is therefore not practical to continue using 

the pun in More’s concept of utopia as part of the definition, even though he 

originally coined the term. A more useful approach is to consider utopia as an 

umbrella term that includes both good utopias, called eutopia, and bad utopias, 

called dystopia. Whereas dystopia has been commonly used as the name of the 

literary genre that rose to popularity in the 1980s, eutopia is a less widely spread 

term in the popular discourse, though used by many scholars (Sargent, Moylan, 

Fitting) and authors (Atwood) alike. Additionally, Atwood, as explained in In Other 

Worlds (2011) uses the word ‘Ustopia’ in the sense of a wider genre that 

encompasses both the positive eutopia (utopia for Atwood) and the negative 

dystopia., though this is her own coinage and is generally not used by others. 

2.1 Genre discussions 

Not only the distinction between utopia and eutopia leads to confusion, but similar 

problems also apply to the concept of a negative utopia; particularly the distinction 

between dystopia and anti-utopia is not always agreed upon. Sargent (9), whose 

definitions of these terms many scholars such as Lucy Sargisson and Raffaella 

Baccolini build upon, sees anti-utopia as an intended criticism of utopianism in 

general or a single eutopia specifically. Sargisson describes anti-utopia as the “fear 

that Utopia will lead to the end of history, politics and change” (27), based on the 

anti-utopians’ belief that utopia must entail perfection, which would mean stasis 

without any possibility of change, as this would lead away from perfection. The 

difference between the two concepts is then that while a dystopia is meant to be 

“view[ed] as considerably worse than the society in which the reader lived” 

(Sargent 9), an anti-utopia relates to the idea of a supposedly good or perfect 

society, not to the contemporary world. Fátima Vieira describes anti-utopia as 

ridiculing “the utopian spirit itself[,] their only aim was to denounce the irrelevance 

and inconsistency of utopian dreaming and the ruin of society it might entail” (16). 

This makes these two concepts so different that Baccolini and Moylan (4) call anti-

utopia the “nemesis” of dystopia, though a more apt enemy of the anti-utopia would 

be the wider utopian genre. Utopian ideas are complex, whereas anti-utopia works 

on a much narrower field, focusing only on criticising utopia (5). Krishan Kumar and 

Fredric Johnson, on the other hand, both do not distinguish between dystopia and 
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anti-utopia. Kumar states outright that the core of the anti-utopian belief is that 

“[u]topian strivings will lead to violence and tyranny” and that “the anti-utopian takes 

a certain melancholy pleasure in the recital of failed and aborted reforms and 

revolutions” (both 100). This thinking is based on the Enlightenment principle that 

human society is a delicate structure that needs to be introduced to change 

gradually and naturally, lest it “turn liberty into licence, authority into tyranny” (ibid. 

101). Sargent, Baccolini, Moylan and others see a necessity to distinguish between 

anti-utopia, which they do define similarly as Kumar, and dystopia. There is also a 

plethora of other terms for negative utopias: satirical utopia, evolutionist utopia, 

anti-eutopia, cacotopia, inverted and reverse utopia, black utopia, nasty utopia, 

devolutionist utopia, pessimist utopia, anti-technical utopia, ‘Mätopie’, 

‘apotropäische Utopie’, ‘Gegenutopie’ and likely many more (Voigts 1), though few 

of them are in wider use nowadays.  

Beyond eutopia and dystopia, Sargent also highlights the utopian satire, 

which is meant to be recognised by contemporaneous readers as criticism of their 

contemporary society. It is not specified whether this satirical society is to be 

viewed as better or worse than the contemporary society, as indeed either would 

work to elicit criticism, for example through exaggeration of the aspects of society 

viewed as negative or by showing public services the author considers to be lacking 

in their contemporary society. However, many utopias’ main intent, certainly of 

most dystopias, is to provoke thought and criticism when comparing the imagined 

society to the reader’s reality. It is therefore not clear what specifically distinguishes 

the utopian satire. Kumar does not think the utopian satire is a separate sub-genre 

and rather sees utopia in general as a form of satire that “holds together both 

negative (anti-utopian) and positive (utopian) elements” (104) through ridiculing its 

contemporary reality and suggesting alternatives. According to this theory, both 

dystopia and utopia developed from this earlier genre without ever fully separating, 

rather than dystopia being a sub-genre of utopia.  

Last but not least in Sargent’s list of important utopian concept (9) is the 

critical utopia, which portrays an improved society that is nevertheless not perfect. 

The reader is to “view as better than a contemporary society but with difficult 

problems that the society may or may not be able to solve and which takes a critical 

view of the utopian genre” (ibid. 9). This concept combines the anti-utopian stance 
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with an imperfect eutopia, blending the genre lines while achieving a more relatable 

portrayal of a possible society. Moylan, who first described the critical utopia in 

Demand the Impossible in 1986, sees this new critical utopia as the saviour of a 

dying genre of the 1970s. Critical is both used in the “Enlightenment sense of 

critique – that is expressions of oppositional thought, unveiling, debunking, of both 

the genre itself and the historical situation[, a]s well as “critical” in the nuclear sense 

of the critical mass required to make the necessary explosive reaction” (Moylan 

10). For him, a critical utopia is characterised by  

the awareness of the limitations of the utopian tradition, so that 
these texts reject utopia as a blueprint while preserving it as a dream. 
Furthermore, the novels dwell on the conflict between the originary world 
and the utopian society opposed to it so that the process of social change 
is more directly articulated. Finally, the novels focus on the continuing 
presence of difference and imperfection within utopian society itself and 
thus render more recognizable and dynamic alternatives (ibid. 10–11). 

This critical utopia is political in a different way than the classical utopia. 

Utopian texts are inherently political and pushing an agenda by laying out a 

blueprint for a better society that usually idealises the contemporary political 

system or proposing a radically different one. The eutopian model demands certain 

political changes that are portrayed as common sense and a paved road to 

happiness, while the dystopia warns of political changes going either too far or not 

far enough, and of a bleak future due to these changes. The critical utopia, 

however, is more nuanced. These texts stem from a variety of oppositional 

movements, that have, while disagreeing with each other in many aspects, one 

important core ideal in common: anti-capitalism. The protests within these books 

focus on the power structures of transnational corporations dominating world 

production, which are perceived as oppressive to human autonomy. No longer is 

the Marxist class struggle the core of the resistance against power and ideology, 

“broader and deeper challenges in the general name of autonomy and justice for 

humanity and nature” (ibid. 11) have taken its place. In a society where humans 

should not have to fight for limited resources due to maximum efficiency in 

production and automation, it is not the struggle for survival that motivates 

humanity, but rather the fundamental question whether the profit of corporations 

outweighs human’s need for fulfilment. The key movements in this ideology are 
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feminism, ecology, and democratic socialism, matters of equality and a rejection of 

hierarchy (ibid. 11). 

The problem remains that good, positive, and negative are states perceived 

subjectively based on the reality and the morality of both the reader and the writer. 

As the readership of a text can change drastically over e.g. the five centuries since 

the first publication of More’s Utopia, the perception can alter and turn into the 

opposite. Another factor is the intended readership. According to Claeys (Origins, 

111), many authors intending to write eutopias, especially in the 19th century, were 

inspired by eugenics. Their imagined allegedly ‘better’ society might have been 

based, for instance, on the elimination of black people. A racist text such as this 

clearly would have been read as a dystopia by the author’s black contemporaries, 

and surely by most modern readers, though the original intent was to be perceived 

as a positively changed society. The original utopia, the eponymous island in 

Thomas More’s Utopia, certainly was intended as an example of an extraordinarily 

good place, though the differences in society, morality, and law between now and 

the time of writing have to be kept in mind. Sargent (5) points out that a historical 

change of attitudes can easily turn a sixteenth-century eutopia into a twentieth-

century dystopia and vice versa, which is why it is important to not only consider 

the content of a utopian text, but also the intent of the author, where known. This 

is extraordinarily difficult, especially in the case of centuries-old texts, but 

indispensable to determine whether a narrative was originally written as a positive 

or a negative utopia, as a modern point of view might not offer a reliable reading 

(Sargent 12f). Even modern texts, whose authors are still alive to inform us of their 

intents or who have previously done so, can find their texts misinterpreted. As 

Kumar (291) points out, Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) can be and was read as an 

anti-socialist piece despite Orwell himself being sympathetic towards socialism. 

How then can we be certain of the intent of authors long gone? If texts are to be 

analysed from a historical perspective or when trying to determine how attitudes 

have shifted, these deliberations are necessary. However, as we cannot be certain 

of an author’s intention a century ago, modern perceptions of a text in the context 

of contemporary concepts of liberty and equality are the key to classifying utopian 

genres. 
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This discussion shows clearly that there is little agreement among experts 

as to what exactly defines utopia, and how to categorise its subgenres. While the 

genre name refers to one specific novel published in 1518, texts of a similar 

structure had been written centuries before More was born. Plato’s Republic, 

published 380 BCE in Ancient Greece, was one of the first texts imagining an 

improved or perfect society, over 18 centuries before More. However, doomsday 

prophecies foretelling a dark future for human society are older than Christianity 

and are found in the Book of Revelations in the bible, and yet there is robust 

evidence that the modern dystopia is a variation of the original utopia. To avoid 

confusion, this paper will use follow the definitions laid out by Sargent, which are 

also used by a wide circle of utopia scholars. Utopia is used to describe both 

positively and negatively imagined societies, which are referred to as eutopia and 

dystopia, respectively. If a society is imagined as good yet with still potential for 

improvement and treats the possibility of a utopia with criticism, it is a critical utopia. 

A text criticising the very idea of eutopia is an anti-utopia.  

2.2 Dystopia 

The dystopia, also called caco-topia, anti-utopia or any other of the names 

previously mentioned, is the dark twin of the eutopia on which the focus of this 

paper lies. The first text of this genre is often said to be the Book of Revelation, the 

final book of the New Testament depicting in detail the Apocalypse or the end of 

the world and the final judgement of humanity. The word “dystopia” was first 

publicly used in a speech by MP Sir John Mill at the British House of Commons in 

1868, calling out his opponents on their supposed utopianism which he perceived 

impractical and therefore suggested they should be called cacotopians or utopians 

(Kumar 447). The term cacotopia, translated by Kumar as “an evil place” (447), 

though a more literal translation would refer to excrement, seems to have been 

coined by Jeremy Bentham (ibid. 447), however it was never widely used.  

Dystopian novels are much more widely known than eutopian texts 

nowadays: while Nineteen Eighty-Four and Brave New World are household 

names and many intertextual references can be found in contemporary fiction 

texts, film, and other pop culture media, the same cannot be said for More’s Utopia. 

Particularly within the young adult genre, dystopian fiction can reach record-
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breaking heights of popularity, resulting in film adaptions, video game tie-ins, wide 

reaching social media campaigns and merchandise lines. Suzanne Collin’s The 

Hunger Games series, published between 2008 and 2010, is the prime example of 

such a success. Shortly before the DVD release of its first film adaption in 2012, 

newspapers reported on The Hunger Games overtaking the Harry Potter series, 

which had reigned supreme for years before, as the bestselling book series on 

amazon.com (Bosman, online n.p.). The influence of this the books is so profound 

that the three-finger salute of Panem’s resistance, which forms the core of the 

second and third instalment of the series, has been adopted by real-life protestors 

resisting the Thai government (telegraph.co.uk, online n.p.). It is undeniable that a 

considerable number of people can identify with the topics dealt with in dystopian 

literature, more so than those of an eutopian imagination. At the time of writing, the 

highest-ranking novel in amazon.com’s Science Fiction and Fantasy bestseller list 

is Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (“Best Sellers in Science Fiction & 

Fantasy”), while a joint publication of Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945) and Nineteen 

Eighty-Four sits at number three of the teen and young adult list (“Best Sellers in 

Teen & Young Adult Books”), outranked only by the e-book and audiobook editions 

of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone (1997). The popularity of contemporary 

dystopia cannot be denied, and a similar interest in eutopia is simply not found on 

bestseller lists or in cinematic releases. Truly eutopian novels have last been 

popular in the 1970s, and a common view is that utopia “died when idealism 

perished, a victim to twentieth-century pessimism and cynicism”, however, Edward 

James postulates that “utopia has not disappeared; it has merely mutated, within 

the field of sf, into something very different from the classic utopia” (219). This very 

different thing is the critical dystopia. 

Baccolini (165) locates a “dystopian turn” to the critical dystopia in science 

fiction literature in the 1980s and 1990s, following two decades of popularity of the 

classic utopia, and in parallel to a shift of mainstream society to the political right. 

Different to the classic dystopia which permits its protagonists little to no hope, this 

new dystopia is distinguished by bringing the perceived darkness of the 

contemporary surroundings of the author to the page and yet preserving a core of 

utopia within the dystopian writing. “Whereas the traditional dystopia maintains 

hope, if at all, outside its pages, the new critical dystopias preserve hope inside 
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their pages” (Moylan and Baccolini 14). The readers (re)gain hope for their own 

society, either by reading these novels as a warning or as a sign that resistance is 

possible. However, what is new is a portraying and strengthening of hope within 

the protagonist(s) by “imagining resistant utopian enclaves within the dystopian 

world” (ibid. 14). Furthermore, the critical dystopia offers “ambiguous open endings 

that resist closure” (ibid. 14) rather than a bleak end that cements the dystopian 

reality beyond the narrative portrayed in the text, as for example found in Winston’s 

unhappy fate in Nineteen Eighty-Four. Such nuggets of hope can be seen 

particularly often in feminist narratives, such as in the texts by Margaret Atwood 

(Baccolini 165). The Handmaid’s Tale is a warning of how anti-feminist policies 

pursued by politicians both in 1985 and at the time of the TV adaption in 2017 could 

influence our realities, but it also shows the importance of resistance and preserves 

hope in the protagonists and the readers (ibid. 165f). This resistance against 

oppression is what preserves hope both within the critical dystopian text and 

outside it, while the classical dystopia has little space for (successful) resistance. 

As mentioned before, the dystopia is an imagined society intended to be 

perceived as worse than the society contemporaneous to the author and the 

reader. Usually it is meant as a warning of what could happen if the society 

continues to follow a path they are currently on, which Fitting calls the “if this goes 

on [model]: a future in which some aspect of the present had continued and 

worsened” (151). Sometimes however, dystopian societies come about if drastic 

measures are taken to counteract something as perceived as bad, but which would 

have been preferable compared to the results of the counteraction. A dystopia can 

also be an alternate history, something that the author imagines could have 

happened if some event in history would have played out differently, as in Philip K. 

Dick’s The Man in the High Castle (1962), which is based on the idea of Nazi 

Germany winning the second world war. Sometimes these texts are not seen as 

pure dystopias but as alternate histories, but when following the previously 

mentioned definition they can safely be considered dystopias. No matter how the 

dystopian imagination came to be, the author usually wants us to avoid the 

mistakes that they think would lead us down the same path or show trends in 

society that they fear could become the basis for a dystopia if ignored by the public 

eye. This has been the genre’s cornerstone since its first occurrence, it “has served 
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as a prophetic vehicle, the canary in a cage, for writers with an ethical and political 

concern for warning us of terrible socio-political tendencies that could, if continued, 

turn out contemporary world into the iron cages portrayed in the realm of utopia’s 

underside” (Baccolini and Moylan 2).  

Baccolini and Moylan identify several different iterations of the dystopian 

novel. The classical or canonical dystopia are texts mainly written in the first half 

of the twentieth century that had a lasting impact on the genre as a whole - primarily 

Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World and George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, 

texts that are at least superficially familiar to anyone who has heard of the concept 

of dystopia, but also non-Western texts like Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We (1924) (ibid. 

1). After the second World War and possibly based on the experiences endured 

during that time, dystopian imaginations became more overt and leaned more into 

science fiction writing. One such author is Philip K. Dick, whose texts are firmly 

interwoven with science fiction genre conventions (ibid. 1). This period of dystopian 

fiction was followed by a “revival of distinctly eutopian writing” (ibid. 2) in the late 

1960s and 1970s, though this wave of “critical utopia” was shaped by renouncing 

the idea of eutopian perfection and the possibility of fully emulating the imagined 

society. Instead, these texts emphasise that even a eutopian dream might be 

imperfect and had thus a more critical stance towards the utopian thought while 

not being anti-utopian themselves. This critical utopia is uniting dystopian and 

eutopian elements. This phase was in turn followed by a turn towards the “critical 

dystopia”, clearly drawing inspiration from the critical utopia. The genre distinction 

becomes less clear cut from that point on, as more ambiguous narratives are 

favoured, and authors often combine dystopian and eutopian aspects or have them 

coexist in their universe. After all, if a eutopia can only exist because of exploitation 

of another world or indifference towards the suffering of neighbours, one would be 

hard pressed to call such a society truly a eutopia. At the same time, dystopian 

novels often show a group of resistance fighters actively working towards their idea 

of a better, eutopian society, and eutopian pockets of society profiting directly of 

the oppression of the masses are frequently portrayed. Overall, modern texts of 

the genre clearly favour the depiction of dystopias that do remain hope and often 

end with the destruction of the state apparatuses the dystopian society is built on.  
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Besides the content and intent of dystopia and eutopia, one fundamental 

difference between the genres can be found in their structure. While eutopias are 

usually explored by a stranger transported there by a journey through space or 

time, either aided by machines or through dream, dystopian societies are often 

introduced to the reader through the eyes of a local. This eutopian structure goes 

back to More’s novel. The peculiarities of the island Utopia are explained in detail 

and recounted in direct juxtaposition to the author’s and the readers’ contemporary 

realities, with little narrative occurring and the focus lying on the description of 

circumstances and conventions. This structure is remarkably similar to and likely 

rooted in the travel accounts of historical explorers such as Marco Polo following 

the silk road in the 13th century, and More’s contemporaries travelling to the New 

World and India. It has been adapted by many writers of the genre, changing the 

mode of travel when necessary, but always focusing on introducing a stranger into 

a eutopian society to learn about its conventions at the same time as the reader. 

The dystopian narrative, however, usually starts rather abruptly, introducing the 

reader to the society through a member of the same, who often initially has no 

reason to question the system they are a part of. “Since the text opens in medias 

res within the nightmarish society, cognitive estrangement is at first forestalled by 

the immediacy and normality of the situation” (ibid. 5). By using this convention, 

the author ensures the reader’s complete but slow alienation, who are fed little 

information at a time and therefore only slowly realise the system’s atrocious 

intricacies. Sometimes readers become aware of these systems at the same slow 

pace as the protagonists, who have grown up within them unquestioningly. This is 

in direct contrast to the eutopian novel, which is more overt in its intention. It “does 

not tell a story at all; it describes a mechanism or even a machine, it furnishes a 

blueprint rather than lingering upon the kinds of human relations that might be 

found in a utopian3 condition or imagining the kinds of living we wish were available 

in some stable well-nigh permanent availability” (Jameson 56). This is how, even 

when it is unclear whether an imagined society is intended to be perceived as better 

or worse than the author’s own, we can identify a dystopia. The eutopian plot 

consists of “dislocation, education, and return of an informed visitor”, while “the 

 

3 Jameson uses ‘utopian’ in the sense of a positive imagination 
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dystopia therefore generates its own didactic account in the critical encounter that 

ensues when the citizen confronts, or is confronted by, the contradictions of the 

society that is present on the very first page” (Baccolini and Moylan 6). Eutopian 

texts are further removed from the reader and the narrator than dystopian texts, 

which allow for a closer connection between the reader and the plot, and for more 

emotional connections to the described society and its members. 

The dystopian structure of closely following protagonists on their journey to 

comprehend the extent of their societies’ restrictions is also found in Jasper 

Fforde’s Shades of Grey. Narrated in the first person by the protagonist Eddie 

Russett from an internal perspective, it allows the reader to closely follow the 

protagonist’s thoughts, while the use of the past tense allows Eddie to reflect back 

on the events. In this way, the reader understands Eddie’s slight discontent with 

some aspects of his society but sees that him accepting them as part of his reality. 

Him trying to seek out holes within the rule to push for improvement in minor areas, 

is much the same as a contemporary teenager in our real society would. To the 

reader, the arbitrary rules and totalitarian oppression are obvious signs to a sinister 

layer of truth from the beginning, while Eddie needs to be led to the realisation that 

his society is inherently unjust and wrong by another character, Jane G23. The 

characters of this and other dystopian novels are deeply entwined in their systems, 

and not knowing any alternatives, do not question their options beyond small 

doubts. They can only see the scope of the tyranny to which they are subjected 

when exposed to it by outsiders, while to a modern reader the totalitarianism 

becomes clear much sooner. 

2.3 Dystopia within Eutopia 

Many fictional utopias contain both eutopias and dystopias. Kumar (105) argues 

that all classic eutopias are directly contrasted with a dystopia within their own text 

to highlight the progress. Often, this dystopia was the author’s own reality with 

which they were unhappy and which they wanted to improve. If the eutopia is not 

compared to the real world, there might be a dystopian society neighbouring or 

threatening the eutopia to serve as a dark mirror. In Ursula Le Guin’s The 

Dispossessed (1974) the supposedly eutopian society is found on the anarchist 

planet Anarres, the home of the protagonist Shevek. The reader is introduced to 
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the patriarchal and capitalist society on the twin planet Urras when Shevek travels 

there to further his research and sees it through his eyes. Due to his previous 

experience and upbringing he is repulsed by the local customs, which are not too 

dissimilar to those of the Western modern world. By comparison with Urras, 

Shevek sees the benefits of Anarres more clearly. However, Le Guin subtitled her 

novel “An Ambiguous Utopia” for a reason: in the anarchist society, the good of the 

many comes before the good of the one, and Shevek must toil in the desert to help 

with food production rather than finish his to him more important research. This 

infringement on personal freedom and agency could be dystopian by many, while 

people can also find true happiness on the supposed dystopian world of Urras. 

Another type is the utopian world that hides a dark secret, as found in H. G. Wells’ 

The Time Machine (1895): while the Eloi seem to live a life of pleasure in a paradise 

where all their needs are taken care of, this Eden is based on the Morlocks living 

in the dark underbelly of their world, working to enable the peaceful lives of the Eloi 

and in return eating their above-ground neighbours for sustenance. 

The rejection of the blueprint and the acceptance of an imperfect yet still 

good society as worthy leads to Sargisson’s translation of ‘utopia’ as “the good 

place that is no place (25). It points to the impossibility of such a true utopia, as the 

perfection often included in the imaginations of utopias are not attainable. Often, 

the “good place” is seen as a perfect place or at least striving for perfection. 

Sargisson as well as Moylan and Sargent agree that perfection is not a key feature 

of every single utopia, even though it is clear that a majority of utopian depictions 

are striving for perfection and some have obviously been intended as a “social 

blueprint” (ibid. 30). If a utopia is considered as such a blueprint, the options for 

alternative ways of living and divergent ideas are limited to non-existent, as there 

can be only one way to perfection and social harmony. This is problematic as 

societies are not homogenic and people have different goals, needs and ideals. As 

Sargisson put it, “men’s utopias are often [considered] women’s dystopias” (ibid. 

28), which can also be seen in the abundance of feminist dystopian literature such 

as The Handmaid’s Tale or Vox (2018). In these stories, women are being reduced 

to their reproductive abilities, removed from the workforce, robbed of their rights, 

their voices, and their names. It is obvious that most men do not want such a 

society, within these worlds these changes have occurred because a powerful 
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portion the male populace thought they were necessary to improve their 

communities and get closer to a eutopia. These stipulations of eutopian thought 

are the most glaring when highlighting the gender disparity, but they can also be 

found in other aspects of human personality. As humanity is diverse and 

heterogenic, forcing everyone into one cookie-cutter mould can only lead to 

unhappiness for many, even if this mould is determined by experts or the elite to 

be the best possible outcome. Indeed, it is the right to unhappiness that the 

“savage” John, who did not grow up in the utopian society, demands in Brave New 

World (Kumar 102). Even if a utopian ideology could lead to universal happiness, 

the inability to choose one’s own path, that may or may not lead to disaster, would 

restrict humanity in such a way that happiness could not be achieved. 

This leads to another problem of perfection. Once a perfect utopia has been 

achieved, there can be no change, as any change would lead away from the 

already achieved perfection. Stasis in society limits the furthering of knowledge and 

science, and a perfect society that does not value knowledge cannot be perceived 

as perfect by many. Therefore, a utopian society does not necessarily strive for 

perfection or portray a plan on how to implement utopian ideals in the real world. 

Instead, they should be seen as thought experiments exploring the possibilities and 

ramifications of what the authors consider key elements to an ideal society. As 

such, criticism of these ideas is invited, necessary, and, as Sargisson argues, even 

implemented by the authors themselves. She points out that More’s Utopia is 

flawed on purpose and paradoxical in its narrative and names, such as the river 

Anyder, whose name means “without water” (ibid. 30). Furthermore, utopias are 

rarely complete and encompassing every aspect of life. Often a dystopia is present 

as a contrast to the eutopia, which undermines the idea of a perfect society, as it 

would have to be built on the back of a repressed populace. Especially in modern 

literature, utopia without the possibility of change is unthinkable. Fictional 

narratives live off the dynamic impacts of their protagonists’ decisions. Without 

conflict, there can be no action, only description. The utopian world can be striving 

for perfection, but due to the imperfect nature of humans it will not arrive (ibid. 31).  

The criticism of the perfect utopia is not restricted to modern sentiments. 

From the first beginnings of the utopian though, these narratives have been faced 

with criticism for restricting freedom of thought and choice. Marcus Aurelius 
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condemned Plato’s Republic for not being able to be implemented without 

changing the opinions and sentiments of the citizens, and for compared the 

restrictions that would have to be implemented on society to slavery and hypocrisy 

(Kumar 100). 

2.4 Utopia and Politics 

Utopian texts are inherently political. In their portrayal of a good or a bad world, 

they betray their authors’ ideals, showing what they consider to be good or bad 

about their contemporary political climate; where they see potential for 

improvement or fear social decline and repression. Plato’s Republic explores the 

idea of a meritocratic society, More’s Utopia criticises poverty and property, and 

modern utopian texts discuss racial and gender inequalities as well as the 

exploitation of the environment (Sargisson 32). Claeys (Rethinking 90) defines 

utopias as a “fantastic portrayal of successfully institutionalized societies or 

communities in which greater virtue and (usually) equality is maintained over a 

lengthy period.” These institutionalised societies, especially if policies are 

implemented at a national level, cannot be separated from political thought. Any 

utopia that seeks to describe a wider community radically different from the 

author’s or readers’ own, is making a political statement either criticising or praising 

the current political system, based on where they think it will lead them. Most 

commonly, the criticism of modern is directed at capitalism, which is unsurprising 

considering that it is the favoured system of most of the English-speaking world. 

As Moylan (11) points out, the post-industrial revolution domination of production 

by international conglomerates provokes a fear for human autonomy and harkens 

back to socialist dreams. Socialism itself is also the object of criticism of many 

utopian texts, especially of those published during the cold war. Animal Farm and 

Nineteen Eighty-Four clearly criticise at least some aspects of socialism and of its 

communist and Stalinists forms (Kumar 289), as does Shades of Grey by showing 

a fixation on the good of the ‘collective’. However, Orwell himself did not intend his 

books as socialist critique, but as judgement of the totalitarianism found at the root 

of both communism and fascism (Kumar 290), two political systems that deeply 

scarred Europe in the years leading up to the publication of his novels.  
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Shades of Grey features strict hierarchical structures, which inherently lead 

to social inequalities. The inequalities are clearly exaggerations of social 

hierarchies found in the real world, though those are based on wealth, class, and 

race, rather than colour perception. By taking the current circumstances and 

developing them to extremes, the novel makes the inequalities obvious with the 

intent of enabling the reader to see them in their smaller, more everyday 

occurrences. This is what makes utopias thought-provoking and consciousness-

raising, they change the setting to take the reader out of their norm so that a new, 

strange point of view opens new perspectives. Utopias aim to portray something 

that is radically different from the realities of their authors, and yet “they tell us what 

is wrong with the now” (Sargisson 36). From this it also follows that knowledge of 

the author’s world at the time of writing is critical to the understanding of their vision. 

This is particularly important when discussing historical texts such as Plato’s and 

More’s, which cannot be understood without knowing what they criticised (ibid. 42). 

3 Social Hierarchies 

A society is a group of individuals united by some sort of common characteristic or 

goal. Students meet in university societies that cater to special interests, the 

Clinical Society of London enables members to exchange information on practical 

medicine, and folkloric societies aim to promote traditional customs in their 

community. In larger social systems, members usually share one location. In the 

case of states, national borders constitute these boundaries, though the society of 

a nation, in turn, is made up of regional and local societies the borders of which 

are less clearly defined. These smaller societies overlap to a large degree and 

create a tight clustering of social systems, creating a clear outline despite some 

systems spanning nation borders (Giddens 164), though such clearly defined 

perimeters of societies are, historically, far outnumbered by social systems based 

on e.g. occupation, caste or language. Besides clustering, there are three more 

key features that define social systems. Firstly, a connection between a society 

and a territory or locale must exist, though the boundaries can be moveable, as in 

the case of nomadic societies, who occupy various territories at different times. 

Secondly, the claiming of this territory as legitimately that of the society is following 

codified rules, which may or may not be recognised by other societies. Lastly, and 
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arguably most importantly, the members of the society need to identify as a part of 

this social group. Whether or not they publicly express this common feeling of 

identity or in which way it manifests itself does not matter; indeed, it is no 

significance whether they consider this a positive or not (164-165), but they must 

identify as a common group. An individual can be aware of their membership in a 

society even if reluctant about this part of their identity. 

Human societies have separated into groups based on various hierarchical 

models for millennia. Whether it be village elders, tribal chiefs, kings, presidents, 

or CEOs, if there is a group to be led, there is also a leader or an elite group. The 

attributes that determine social standing differ significantly from each other through 

era, location, culture, and the type of society. Each society has its own complexities 

concerning social standing, which have undergone numerous changes throughout 

their history. This means there have been countless social systems on earth, all 

differing from each other in subtle ways, though they can generally be identified as 

following one of four stratification schemes: based on caste, estate, status group, 

or social class (Bottomore 9). Out of these, caste and estate are the systems with 

the most clearly defined boundaries between their groups, while status group and 

social class are more ambiguous and situational and permit more movement 

between the strata. 

Many Asian societies, most notably India, function based on a complex 

caste system. A caste is a group within a social hierarchy into which members are 

born. Castes traditionally permit no inter-generational social mobility, as members 

are not allowed to marry outside their caste, and their children, in turn, inherit the 

same caste. As occupations are strongly linked to castes, individual rising within 

the ranks is also not possible. In India, there are over 25.000 sub-castes of 3000 

castes, a rougher categorisation is found in the four Varnas, meaning ‘class’ or 

‘colour’. The Varnas are hierarchically ordered according to ‘pollution’ due to their 

occupation, customs, birth and diet, with the Brahmins, priests and scholars 

ranking highest, followed by the Kshatriyas, warriors and rulers, the Vais, 

merchants and farmers, and lastly the Sudras, labourers and slaves (Merriam-

Webster's Encyclopedia of World Religions 186). Tying in with the ‘colour’ meaning 

of the name, Varnas were also associated with specific colours: Brahmins were 

assigned the colour white, Kshatriyas red, Vais brown and Sudras black (Higdon 
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54). Outside of these four groups, without its own colour, are the untouchables with 

the most polluting occupations (Merriam-Webster 186). “A caste system, then, can 

be said to occur when a society is composed of birth-ascribed, hierarchically 

ordered, and culturally distinct groups . . . ranked ultimately in terms of the shared 

‘intrinsic worth’ [of their members]“ (Berreman n.p.). Other than in class systems, 

where membership is acquired, individuals cannot change the group they belong 

to. 

Social systems based on estates or orders are mostly found in medieval 

Europe, where the population was divided into three groups located on a vertical 

hierarchy based on their occupation: those who pray on top, those who fight in the 

middle, and bottommost those who work. Each group had their own rights and 

privileges, and duties were divided along clear borders. France identified the 

clergy, the soldiers, and the peasants (Duby 5), while Edmund Dudley during King 

Henry VII’s reign in England described the three estates as consisting of clergy, 

chivalry and commonality. The early English parliament was split into Lords 

spiritual, Lords temporal and the Commons (oxfordreference.com n.p.), a division 

still visible today in the duality of the House of Lords and the House of Commons. 

Some countries knew four orders by splitting either the second estate into higher 

and lower nobility, or the third estate into urban and rural population (Oxford 

Renaissance). The estates were representative of the godly order on earth, the 

Great Chain of Being, which likewise divided all beings into three groups (ibid. 2). 

Angels at the very top have their own hierarchy of power among them, animals 

follow in the middle, and inanimate objects at the bottom. Humanity “lived a less 

stable existence, being free to choose between good and evil” (ibid. 2), outside of 

the great hierarchy, but still subjugated to god and to their own social superiors. 

Everyone knowing their rank and place was essential for humanity, as they needed 

to be appropriately governed to not succumb to evil, “[t]he key idea is . . . of 

necessary ‘direction’ and consequently a necessary submission” (ibid. 2). 

Membership to the three orders is determined by birth (Bottomore 12), particularly 

of course in those countries that knew the second estate as nobility rather than 

more generically ‘fighters’. Social movement was difficult to impossible, as nobility 

required documentation of noble lineage (ibid. 12). While farmers might have been 

needed as archers during wars, that was not their main occupation, and they did 
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therefore remain part of the third estate, though they could become part of the 

clergy. 

Status groups are ranks within social systems based on prestige, which is 

determined through a combination of occupation, descent, cultural positions, race, 

age, gender, and sexuality. Prestige positions in this kind of system are highly 

changeable and context dependent, since race and gender, for example, would 

have had a stronger influence on status in 1819 than in 2019. Status markers can 

be objective factors ascribed at birth, i.e. biological facts without influence on 

aptitude, but can also be achieved through personal effort. Education, occupation, 

marital status, and accomplishments all contribute to achieved status. As prestige 

is an amalgamation of several factors, some of them impossible to know without 

previous knowledge of a person, status systems depend on external factors, such 

as physical appearance, etiquette, possession of material goods and show of 

‘inside knowledge’ to identify individuals as belonging to certain groups (Bottomore 

12). Status is therefore linked to socioeconomic factors, but not solely determined 

by them. Intersectionality is a key concept here: rank is not just two-dimensional, 

but a combination of several factors. The wealthy might occupy the highest 

economic stratum, but not all wealthy people rank equally high. Those who have 

only recently come into money can be looked down upon by more established 

families. Women rank lower on the gender axis, while Black people are afforded 

less prestige than white people. A rich black self-made woman will, therefore, likely 

not achieve the same status as a white man who inherited his wealth. Furthermore, 

status groups are not narrowly defined, unlike castes, estates, and social class. 

Status is a relative position determined by context and location, found on a 

gradational continuum. Status groups present a vertical hierarchy, with those 

occupying high prestige positions being able to exert power via social influence 

over lower positions (britannica.com), however, they and social classes are not 

legally codified or afforded particular rights or restrictions, unlike castes and estates 

(Bottomore 12).  

Social class is the most widely used concept for grouping individuals into 

categories within a hierarchy, first becoming relevant when Industrialisation 

changed European social structures (britannica.com). ‘Class’ is generally 

understood as a group of people with the same economic background, though it 
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has been criticised as a poorly defined and often imprecise term, due to 

disagreements on how this background is calculated. It is therefore rarely used in 

contemporary sociological research, dropped in favour of terms such as 

‘inequality’, ‘stratification’ or ‘wealth’ (Lareau 3). Paul Kingston argues that ‘class’ 

is a wholly outdated concept, as social inequality in the US is misrepresented by 

common class theories. He suggests that wealth is not the most defining aspect of 

a person’s life, since “groups of people having a common economic position do not 

share distinct, life-defining experiences” (Kingston 4). This line of thought has led 

to research on class structures becoming increasingly specialised, with 

researchers looking at only socio-economic inequalities, or racial inequality, or any 

number of more narrowly defined subfields (Lareau 4). ‘Class’ as a single concept 

is seen as too broad to research, which is why researchers call for more precise 

definitions. While some choose to define class synthetically based on indexes of 

socioeconomic status which combine several variables, others base their analysis 

on individual variables, such as education and occupation (ibid. 10). Anette Lareau 

cites much discontent with the synthetic approach of the socio-economic status at 

a conference on the topic at New York University in 2006, with researchers calling 

it “an abomination” (ibid. 11), criticising that the variables used and how they are 

combined to arrive at the result is not always clear. This approach is seen as too 

broad, including too many different inequalities, and combining factors that are 

combined arbitrarily (ibid. 11f). Others disagree, arguing that “all forms of social 

hierarchies” should be included in class analysis (ibid. 12) An individual’s position 

in social systems is the combined result of many factors such as wealth, family 

background and education, and is further affected by their gender, ethnicity, and 

mental and physical abilities. Using too precise of a definition would lead to ignoring 

crucial factors that do affect social standing. Reni Eddo-Lodge points out that race 

cannot be ignored when discussing class, since only 20 percent of white Brits are 

living in income poverty, i.e. poverty despite earning a regular income, while 65 

percent of Bangladeshis in the UK do (193). Excluding ethnicity from class 

considerations and focusing only on economic factors can therefore not accurately 

depict social class. Lareau argues that researching a wider class concept instead 

of single inequalities “evokes a notion of groups or collectivities; this means that 

implicit in the term “class” is a notion of a form of social structure” (13). Research 

on ‘inequalities’, by contrast, is incompatible with sociology as a “study of groups 
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and social interactions” (ibid. 13). It implies a stronger focus on individuals and 

individualism, which plays down the impact of social structure. 

The purpose of the study of class can be manifold, ranging from descriptive 

locating of status groups to speculative theories on how to change the class 

system. Erik Olin Wright differentiates between six different approaches based on 

six questions a researcher can ask4. The most common approach to researching 

class systems, examining differences in standard of living between various groups 

and trying to explain them, corresponds to Wright’s third question. This is a 

relational approach, as class is defined by “the relationships of people to income-

generating resources or assets” (Wright 718). These relationships are one of the 

factors that determine someone’s life chances, separate from other factors such 

as gender, ethnicity, or location. This approach is remarkably similar to Marxist 

class theory, which centres around the means of productions (ibid. 718). Another, 

somewhat similar method, is the subjective approach, which considers how people 

locate themselves and others within the social hierarchy. This definition is 

particularly salient, with classifications changing from focusing on lifestyle, wealth, 

or occupation, depending on time and location of the observer (ibid. 717). In 

contrast to this, people can also be located within a class system defined purely 

through material aspects, either income or wealth. Wright (717-718) calls this the 

gradational approach, with classes representing various stages within the system. 

He compares them to the rungs of a ladder, one above another, and names six 

classes: under class, lower class, lower middle class, middle class, upper middle 

class, upper class. In this approach, class is defined purely through material 

 

4 “(1) How are people objectively located in distributions of 
material inequality? (2) What explains how people, 
individually and collectively, subjectively locate themselves 
and others within a structure of inequality? (3) What explains 
inequalities in life changes and material standards of living? 
(4) What social cleavages systematically shape overt 
conflicts? (5) How should we characterize and explain the 
variations across history in the social organization of 
inequalities? (6) What sorts of transformations are needed to 
eliminate oppression and exploitation within capitalist 
societies?” (Lareau 18) 
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aspects, either income or wealth, and contrasted with other objective factors such 

as citizenship. Similar but in more detail are the results of the BBC’s Great British 

Class Survey, which identified seven classes based on economic, social, and 

cultural capital (bbc.com 2013). Here, the upper class is replaced by the elite, and 

the middle class split into established and ‘technical’ middle class, which scores 

low in social and cultural capital. ‘New affluent workers’ are almost the opposite of 

the technical middle class, with high social and cultural capital but fewer funds. The 

working class is split into three: traditional working class, members of which often 

own their homes, emergent service workers, the youngest group of all, and the 

precarious proletariat. A gradational approach to class is generally most widely 

accepted in popular discourse.  

3.1 Social hierarchies in Dystopian Literature 

Dystopian novels are often centred around oppressive regimes which are 

exaggerations of previous or current social systems. In the first half of the 20th 

century, when fascist regimes rose to power in many European countries, authors 

were inspired to take authoritarianism to its extremes, while during the cold war 

western authors sometimes implemented Marxist ideas in their imagined societies 

to warn their readers of the Soviet Unions’ perceived threat. Particularly interesting 

are authors who crafted complex social hierarchies based on how they imagined 

their own society might progress. The most famous example is Aldous Huxley, 

who’s novel Brave New World sees genetically altered humans, divided into five 

castes named after the Greek letters Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Delta, and Epsilon. The 

castes are in turn separated again into three strata, ‘plus’, ‘minus’ and a neutral 

middle layer, e.g. Alpha-Plus, Alpha and Alpha-Minus. There is one mention of 

“Alpha Double Plus” (Huxley ch.11), though this further categorisation is not further 

explored throughout the novel. The Alpha caste is the highest-ranking stratum, 

comprising the most intelligent members of society, who occupy managerial 

positions, followed by the slightly less intelligent Betas. Gammas, in the middle of 

the hierarchy, are employed in more repetitive positions requiring less intellectual 

thought, though they possess much more skill than the Deltas and Epsilons. These 

are given the most menial and undesirable tasks. Huxley explicitly calls his groups 

‘castes’, and the system is similar to the Indian caste system as the lowest ranking 
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caste is similarly delegated to the “dirtiest” positions. However, in Brave New World 

the castes are based on genetics rather than just descent. Their members are 

predetermined and genetically perfected for their castes and cannot be placed in 

another, unlike members of the Indian system, which is social, not biological. 

Which caste one belongs to in Brave New World is determined at fertilisation 

and guided throughout prenatal development by influencing germinal and 

embryonic development through injections of hormones and chemicals. Human 

reproduction within this society has undergone industrialisation to ensure 

standardised results and population stabilisation. Fertile women donate their ova 

“voluntarily for the good of Society[sic]” (Huxley ch.1) and for a monetary award of 

about six months’ pay. Their ova are then transferred into a ‘Hatchery and 

Conditioning Centre”, where they are checked for abnormalities, fertilised at 

optimal conditions, and transferred into test-tube-like incubators. Whereas Alphas 

and Betas are left within their incubators until ‘bottled’, or transferred into artificial 

wombs, Gammas, Deltas and Epsilon are exposed to radiation to force manifold 

cell divisions, resulting in up to ninety-six embryos growing out of one fertilised 

ovum (ibid. ch.1). At certain stages of development, lower castes are deprived of 

oxygen to stunt their intelligence and growth, some bottles are exposed to heat to 

condition the body of the future human to abhor the cold, whereas others are 

vaccinated early against specific illnesses. All this is done to prepare the embryo 

for their predestined path in life and make them perfectly adapted to their already 

established profession. “An Epsilon embryo must have an Epsilon environment as 

well as an Epsilon heredity” (ibid. ch.1): Labourers who are immune to tropical 

illnesses and love the heat will be better suited for work in warm climates than 

embryos left to randomly develop. Epsilons, reduced to the most menial work, are 

not considered to need intelligence for their purpose in society and are not given 

anything beyond what is thought required.  

The process of fertilisation and cell division takes places in the ‘Social 

Predestination Room’, a name hinting at the inevitability of the decisions made 

there. Other names used throughout the process also reflect the reduction of 

human reproduction to predetermined, sterile scientific measures: birth is referred 

to as ‘decanting the bottles’, ‘Fertilizers’ create the embryos needed to make up 

‘unforeseen wastages’ (ibid. ch.1). Viviparous reproduction is frowned upon as 
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unclean and savage, and words such as ‘mother’ and ‘father’ are considered 

embarrassing even when used in a clinical setting: “’In brief,’ the Director summed 

up, ‘the parents were the father and the mother.’ The smut that was really science 

fell with a crash into the boys’ eye-avoiding silence.” (ibid. ch.2) The message is 

clear: society does no longer rely on unscientific and error-prone natural 

reproduction but bureaucratised its own reproduction to reach optimal results.  

Beyond the hereditary groundwork laid to prepare each embryo for their 

path, humans are raised by the government and conditioned for their future 

purpose. The Hatchery does not only replace sexual reproduction, which “any cow 

could do”, but produces “socialized human beings” (ibid. ch.1). This socialisation 

comprises instilling pride of one’s caste and hate for anything not deemed useful 

by the government. All castes are taught from a young age that theirs is the best, 

to revere upper castes and abhor lower ones, by being told that they should be 

glad they do not have to work as hard as the upper ones and that they are cleverer 

and therefore better than those below them. Lower castes undergo Pavlovian 

conditioning to be repulsed by books, as reading is deemed a waste of the 

community’s time and could give them ideas that could threaten their conditioning 

to accept their position, and by flowers, as their enjoyment is free and does not 

stimulate the economy (ibid. ch.2). Even beyond their work purpose, labourers are 

exploited in any way possible. Their time is not their own, but that of the community, 

and any money they earn they should not expect to keep but to funnel back to the 

community as quickly as possible.  

Shades of Grey’s society, Chromatacia, takes inspiration from Brave New 

World and is organised in a strict caste-like system based on colour perception. All 

humans in this world are colour-blind to a degree, and how much colour they can 

see determines their position within society. The colour perception of all individuals 

is tested in the year of their sixteenth birthday in the test of colour-perception called 

Ishihara, the results of which are final. “What you got was what you were, 

forever. Your life, career and social standing decided right there and then, and all 

worrisome life uncertainties eradicated forever” (26; emphasis original). Those who 

score under 10 percent perception of any of the three primary colours yellow, red, 

and blue are classed as Grey and must submit to a life of subsistence work in 

factories or as domestic servants. Their living quarters are in separate 
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neighbourhoods of the villages and they present a close-knit community uniting 

against the rest of society. Others are classed according to the colour they have 

the most perception of, unless their two strongest colours are within 30 percent of 

each other, in which case their caste is the resulting secondary colour (14). Jane 

scores 12 percent Yellow and 14 percent Blue, which makes her a Green, while 28 

percent Red and 57 percent Blue classes Violet DeMauve as Purple.  

Colour perception, and through this group membership, is marked through 

badges in the colour the wearer can perceive. Similarly, castes in Brave New World 

are also identified via the colour of their clothes. Alphas wear grey, Betas mulberry, 

Gammas green, Deltas khaki and Epsilons are clad in all black. David Higdon sees 

this as Huxley’s solution to “the overarching problems for social stability [which] are 

how to make one’s caste immediately recognizable so that each citizen will 

respond to the others accordingly” (Higdon 53). By restricting castes to one colour, 

their members can be identified from afar, and there is no confusion in social 

interactions whether someone might be ranking higher or lower than oneself. 

Higdon does not think the chosen colours hold any symbolism, though he points 

out that they are all muted and exclude most of the colour spectrum. In this society, 

no blue, orange, yellow, red, or purple is allowed, and green is the only colour that 

is allowed brightness. It is also the only colour that could reasonably include several 

shades. Grey and khaki can only range from light to dark, whereas black and 

mulberry are very clearly defined hues. This may have been done in order to invoke 

uniforms known to Huxley’s contemporaries in the military (khaki, green), business 

(grey) and the clerical world (black) (ibid. 54). Higdon also connects these colours 

to those associated with the Indian caste system, as well as colours assigned to 

workdays in the Soviet Union in 1929. Any racial connotations are categorically 

denied by Higdon, claiming that “ethnic and racial differences have been erased in 

the novel” (ibid. 54), though he notes that readers have taken offence at the use of 

the word ‘negro’ throughout the novel and the description of the South American 

pueblo, where ‘savages’ are condemned for not following the rules of civilisation. 

Even when considering that ‘negro’ had more neutral connotations at the time of 

this novel’s writing, the depiction of the pueblo carries undertones of white 

supremacy.  
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3.2 Stratification 

The way vertical hierarchies are arranged in layers of classes in a social system is 

referred to as social stratification, a term borrowed from geology illustrating the way 

various classes lie on top of each other like layers, or strata, of sediment. It 

illustrates the organically grown nature of social systems over thousands of years, 

much like sediment slowly settled (Saunders 1). The change-over from feudal 

systems with nobility and peasantry to 19th and 20th century societies with working 

class, middle class, and upper class, and lately even seven classes did not happen 

suddenly. Revolutionary attempts at lasting societal changes were generally futile, 

nor could a Marxist uprising instantly establish a classless society. Additionally, just 

as geologists can carve out a long cross-section of the earth to study the rock and 

discover distinct layers of different materials, sociologists study social systems to 

observe distinctive social classes and their sub-groups (ibid. 1). Bottomore objects 

to comparing social stratification too closely to natural processes, and declares it 

to be man-made, “a system of ranks [that] does not form part of some natural and 

invariable order of things, but is a human contrivance or product, and is subject to 

historical changes” (ibid. 15), which is true, however the slow growth of social 

hierarchies based on system of the past cannot be denied.  

Social systems continually change and evolve, classes grow and shrink, 

diversify or are abolished. What was true for the middle ages, the 19th century or 

the 1960s is therefore only of consequence for modern societies in so far as 

modern systems evolved out of previous ones. Class systems might therefore be 

influenced by genetic factors but are not tied to biology. Certain systems, such as 

caste systems or the social hierarchies in the antebellum South of today’s USA, 

are based on ethnicity or ancestry. Nevertheless, the social category individuals 

are assigned based on hereditary traits are only relevant in specific social systems, 

at specific points in time, at specific locations. Black Americans, though still 

disadvantaged and often threatened or even killed due to racism rooted in slavery, 

are not second-class citizens by law anymore. Women are in a similar position, as 

they have gained considerably more access to positions of prestige within the past 

century. Comparisons of human social systems to natural processes are therefore 

lacking, as geological strata are static. Barring earthquakes and influence by 

outside forces, layers of sediment cannot interact with layers above or below them, 
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unlike humans, who even in the most rigid hierarchies are at least in limited contact 

with other social classes. Neither can a segment of rock move up or down through 

the layers, whereas certain professions, such as clerks, have fallen in esteem 

throughout the 20th century and now belong to a lower social stratum, and 

individuals born into a working-class family can rise to the top of the social ladder 

by pursuing a high-prestige occupation (ibid. 3). Likewise, individual humans can 

change class within most social systems to a certain degree, or at least rise and 

fall in position within their own class. Even slaves, from ancient Rome to 19th 

century US-America, could gain freedom, whereas “[t]he notion of individual bits of 

granite or limestone or whatever moving up and down within the earth’s crust is 

absurd” (ibid. 3). This movement called individual social mobility is the proof that 

“idea of a system of stratification composed of solid and immutable layers of 

different composition seems highly misleading” (ibid. 4), and that social systems 

are constantly changing and evolving. As such, social systems are man-made 

social constructs based on societies’ ideologies, and there is no one system that is 

more or less natural or objectively ‘correct’ than others. 

3.2.1 Manners of stratification 

Most social systems can be classified as one of four types of stratification, 

depending on whether they are based on caste, estate, social class, or status 

group. Though all of these are complex in their own way, caste and estate systems 

generally feature more clearly defined categories with distinct boundaries, while 

the latter two are less obviously marked (Bottomore 15). Thomas Saunders offers 

that other bases for stratification, which may also interact with each other to 

determine an individual’s true social standing, are age, gender, religion, or ethnicity 

(ibid. 2). 

3.2.1.1 Marxist theory 

Concerning modern, post-Industrialisation societies, approaches to social 

stratification are heavily influenced by Marx’s class theory, which saw a society 

splitting into two major classes and predicted a worker’s revolution and 

subsequently a classless society. In Marx’s view, all societies throughout history, 

from the ancient Romans to feudal Lords to bourgeoise factory owners and the 

workers of the proletariat (Saunders 5), consisted of one class who toiled the land 
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and one who owned the land. In all of history, the proletariat was exploited by the 

capitalist bourgeoisie by not being paid adequate wages for the value of their work. 

“In all of these societies, therefore, the class which owns the means of production 

grows ever wealthier by exploiting the labour of the class which owns nothing” (ibid. 

6), as what the proletariat produces is owned and sold by the factory owners 

without sharing any profit. Marxist theory focuses solely on the system of 

stratification, and not on the individuals who operate within it. This means that 

workers who improved their lives and acquired their own means of production, or 

factory owners who paid fair wages and financed the education of their employees 

had no effect on the system at large, as they “would still have to operate according 

to the logic of the capitalist system of which they were a part” (ibid. 7). Minor 

changes such as individuals moving into another stratum do not change the 

oppressive nature of one class dominating the other, only a radical overthrow of 

the entire system can affect meaningful change. In order to survive in a capitalist 

class society, workers must sell their labour. Factory owners must buy the 

cheapest labour in order to not be undercut by competition while selling the final 

product at high prices to accumulate more wealth. Contrast this to a society in 

which ownership of the means of production was more evenly spread: "Somebody 

who worked for eight hours to produce, say, a knitted jumper would be able to 

exchange it for goods and services made up of eight hours of other people’s labour 

time. Nobody, in other words, would be exploited” (ibid. 8). However, in the 

capitalist system, the labourers have no choice but to accept low wages if they wish 

to work and earn money at all, subsequently contributing to the system oppressing 

them.  

Workers in a capitalist class society, according to Marx, have no choice but 

to sell their labour for low wages, and employers must extract as much labour as 

possible, which makes exploitation inherently part of capitalism, even if the 

proletariat does not feel exploited. Refusing to ‘accept’ one's fate as a member of 

an oppressed class is explained as a result of ‘false consciousness’, a state of 

blindness to one's own reality due to propaganda (ibid. 9). Since the workers are 

compensated for their work, paid workers do not see their labour-power being 

taken from them forcefully as slaves would. However fairly or unfairly their pay 

might be compared to the true value of their labour is not clear to them (ibid. 10), 
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and media outlets owned by the bourgeoisie spread the ideology of the profiting 

ruling class. Workers, therefore, need to be informed about their predicament by 

intellectual elites before they can free themselves through revolution (ibid. 9). This 

entire concept is dismissive of the experiences and thoughts of the people who are 

directly affected, possibly out of a fear that real life might not affirm the Marxist 

theory. Instead, Marxists claim to “know the truth when it is concealed from 

everybody else” (Saunders 19), while the working class is too blind to see their own 

suffering. Marxist theory falls short because of the refusal to consider not just social 

class but also status as a factor in stratification, the insistence that theorists 

understand the working class better than labourers themselves, and the conviction 

that the ownership of the means of production is the only meaningful factor in 

stratification (ibid. 19). 

Max Weber’s approach to stratification tried to rectify this by considering not 

just two theoretical groups defined by ownership of means of production but taking 

the individuals within groups and a variety of factors guiding their social system 

into account. Besides high-class status based on material possession, which he 

called class power, he defined two more forces shaping a person’s position within 

society: social power, which is exercised by status groups based on prestige, and 

political power, exercised through the agency of the state by laws and regulations 

(ibid. 20). This means that factory- or landowners are not necessarily at the top of 

the social hierarchy, as political and social influence also contribute towards 

position. Exemplary for this are aristocratic families, who have lost their wealth but 

still might exert social power over individuals, who have recently acquired riches 

but do not have a noble lineage. The three-factor approach to power is also helpful 

when considering how various prestige factors interact with each other. Marx’s 

division into bourgeoisie and proletariat does not take the gender, sexuality, or 

ethnicity of individuals into consideration, even though these factors can have 

considerable influence on social standing (ibid. 21). Female office workers might 

be delegated to more mundane tasks than their equally qualified male co-workers, 

while black labourers might be disadvantaged on the job market based purely on 

their ethnicity. It follows that people are also not restricted to identify with groups 

that are not based on socioeconomic class, but also around ideologies and status 

movements, such as trade unions, feminist groups, or peace movements (ibid. 23). 
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Weber further distinguishes between property classes and commercial classes 

based on occupation, as lack of ownership does not always necessitate selling 

one’s labour-power for subsistence wages. Owners of a small shop, though in 

charge of their own means of production, might only just earn enough to survive, 

while a highly educated professor or top tier manager can garner salaries and 

prestige that place them towards the top of the hierarchy. These people make up 

the Weberian middle classes (ibid. 22). 

3.2.1.2 Registrar-General’s Social Class 

John Goldthorpe’s class model identifies people’s social class by combining 

information about their occupation with their work and market situations in order to 

determine groups of individuals who share comparable experiences at their 

workplace and similar life chances and market interests (Saunders 32). To do so, 

occupations are first grouped together based on their content and level of skill 

required, followed by identifying an individual’s position within an internal hierarchy: 

whether they are employer, employee or self-employed, and how many employees 

work below or beside them (Marshall et al 22). Through this, Goldthorpe then 

assigns one of eleven categories to the individual, ranging from CEOs and high-

grade officials to agricultural workers. Eleven categories have been criticised as 

too specific for many researchers who are interested in how class positions interact 

with other social factors. To address this, reduced 7-, 5- and 3-class versions of 

the scheme exist as well (Saunders 32). The three-class model does however not 

follow the upper-, middle- and lower-class pattern, but rather terms the highest-

ranking class, consisting of administrators, officials, and managers as the ‘service’ 

class (Marshall et al 21). Collapsing the model further and further, however, 

reduces its usefulness and allows more misclassifications due to a less refined 

system. Though deemed “arguably the most helpful class model” by Saunders 

(33), this approach has been criticised for lacking categories for property classes 

(ibid. 34), as well as its reference point for measuring the position of a household 

being the male head of the family, ignoring married women’s own market situations 

(Marshall et al 67). Originally developed alongside the United Kingdom’s Office for 

National Statistics (ONS) own occupation-based classification scheme, it has since 

become the basis for the UK’s research on employment situations (ONS 4). 
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The ONS uses a complex system of dividing the population into social 

groups based on their occupation to gauge the socio-economic situations of UK 

citizens. First introduced in 1911, it has undergone many changes to attempt to 

accurately reflect the changing realities throughout the past century. Saunders (29) 

criticised in 1990 that the theory behind this classification, called National Statistics 

Socio-Economic Classification (NS-SEC) since 2001, had been unclear for a long 

time. in 1971 it claimed that the classification reflected community standing, which 

correlates with Weber’s social power, however, in 1981 it seemed to be based on 

commercial classes, ranking occupational skill. The latest version of the NS-SEC 

claims to “measure the employment relations and conditions of occupations [to 

show] the structure of socio-economic positions in modern societies and helping to 

explain variations in social behaviour and other social phenomena” (ONS 3). This 

definition is therefore still focused on commercial classes, careful not to assign 

social standing to them. Another critique of Saunders’ (29) is that by measuring 

occupation, a substantial portion of the population is being glossed over due to 

them not being in the workforce, may that be independently wealthy people, 

homemakers, students, pensioners, or the unemployed. To address this, the NS-

SEC uses single households as their unit of analysis, choosing one “household 

reference person” (ONS 4) or ‘HRP’, who is either a) the person who pays rent or 

own the accommodation of the household, b) is the highest earner, or c) is the 

older one of two or more people who earn the same. This classification is followed 

in order to not default to men as the head of households and is thought to 

accurately represent the economic position of a family.  

The NS-SEC offers three ways of classification, using either eight, five or 

three classes to group occupations. Only the three-class version “may be assumed 

to involve a form of hierarchy” (ibid. 13), while the eight- and five-class versions 

are not meant to represent rank within society, though it is difficult not to see it as 

such. The eight classes consist of: 

1) higher managerial, administrative or professional occupations 

2) lower managerial, administrative or professional occupations 

3) intermediate occupations 

4) small employers and own account workers 

5) lower supervisory and technical occupations 
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6) semi-routine occupations 

7) routine occupations 

8) never worked and long-time unemployed 

To arrive at the five-class categorisation, the first two groups are combined, 

as well as ‘semi-routine’ and ‘routine occupations’, while the three-class version 

includes ‘small employers and own account workers’ in ‘intermediate occupations’ 

and combines groups 5 to 7 in a new category ‘routine and manual occupations’. 

Both the five- and three-class version exclude those who are unemployed, and the 

latter one also does not distinguish self-employed people. To assign occupations 

to any of the eight groups, the NS-SEC follows a complex derivation table, taking 

employer/employee and size of the business into consideration. 

3.2.2 Social Stratification in Shades of Grey 

The hierarchy of colours, called “Chromatic scale” (3) is in linear order, though 

some positions are more clearly defined than others. The Greys are at the bottom, 

representing the working class, followed by the Reds, who are expected to pick up 

the Greys’ work in case of overemployment (27). The next two rungs are not 

explicitly allocated. Green is mentioned to be three notches above Red (3), which 

puts them at the third-highest place in society. Occupying the top of the hierarchy 

are Purples, who are afforded special privileges and the strongest purple is 

deemed Head Prefect, which roughly corresponds to the mayor of a village. The 

remaining castes are Orange, Yellow and Blue. Copying the order of a rainbow’s 

colours is fitting, as is Albert Munsell’s colour system, though he omits orange. The 

assumed hierarchy of Chromatacia from top to bottom is therefore as follows:  

Purple 
Blue 
Green 
Yellow 
Orange 
Red 
Grey 

Colour alone is not the only indicator of prestige, as those with stronger 

perceptions as well as the primary colours are respected more. There are 

references to ‘Ultraviolets’, high-scoring Purples who are treated like royalty, and 

Eddie remarks that come overemployment, lower-perceiving reds would be drafted 
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for work assignments first (27). Someone who scores above 50 percent perception 

of one colour is “given the designation ‘Chromogencia’ and is eligible for [certain] 

privileges” (241) as defined in the rulebook of society, such as debating ideas 

deemed too dangerous for the general population to hear. Perception of over 70 

percent opens the possibility of becoming Prefect, a position assigned to the 

highest-ranking member of the three primary colours (68), who together with the 

Purple Head Prefect make up the city council. Despite all other colours ranking 

above Red, the Red Prefect therefore still wields power over the general 

population, and the Prime status of the Reds gives them a feeling of superiority 

over the Greens and the Oranges (4). Within the text, this system is called 

“Colourtocracy” (26) and “Chromocentric Hierarchilism” (207), an ideology based 

on ‘The Word of Munsell’, a bastardised version of Albert Munsell’s colour theory 

treated much like a holy text and legal constitution rolled into one. As a painter and 

art teacher himself, Munsell invented a system of colour notation based on hue, 

value/lightness, and chroma/purity. 

As briefly mentioned before, colour perception is outwardly displayed by 

badges called spots, dyed in artificial colour perceptible by all, worn on the lapel. 

Wearing another colour’s spot is considered a crime called ‘wrongspotting’ and 

essentially carries a death sentence (19). Individuals are also required to carry 

passport-like ‘merit books’, the back page of which reveals their Chromatic rating 

(17). Outside of these official colour representations, people can also acquire 

clothing artificially dyed in their colour, a very costly process only the wealthiest 

can afford, though the narrator considers this a “tastelessly ostentatious display” 

(3) truly prestigious families would not do. Of the Head Prefect’s house, Eddie 

remarks “not a spot of synthetic purple anywhere in the house. They had breeding, 

after all” (427). The colour of clothes is similar to the purple stripes on Roman 

senator’s togas, while the spots are reminiscent of markers worn by persecuted 

minorities in Nazi Germany, i.e. the yellow star worn by Jews and the pink triangle 

identifying homosexuals. The spots are not perceived as oppressive within the text, 

they do, however, show how important a visible separation of the classes is for this 

society to function. When certain groups are afforded more rights than others, they 

need to be identifiable to not accidentally offend a higher-ranking person.  
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As another marker of colour and therefore status in Shades of Grey, certain 

professions are restricted to specific colours, similarly to in Brave New World. Apart 

from the Head Prefect, who is always purple, and the other prefect positions, which 

are only awarded to the strongest prime colours, there are lists of approved 

professions related to each colour, though few of those are revealed. We are, 

however, told that plumbers are traditionally Reds, whereas Violin making is only 

for Blues (201). Less clearly defined, but still identifiable through context, are the 

Blue professions of managers, librarians, station masters and teachers, while 

Yellows are monitors and postal workers. These professions roughly align with the 

Registrar-General’s social class system: Blues would be Class 2, lower 

managerial, administrative, or professional occupations, whereas the Yellows, two 

steps below them in the Chromocentric hierarchy, could be classed as 5, lower 

supervisory and technical occupations. The Red plumbers correspond to semi-

routine occupations, while the Grey workforce is of course found in class 7, routine 

occupations. However, there are some professions that are open to more than one 

colour. Most prominently featured is the swatchman, the novel’s equivalent of a 

doctor. Both Holden Russett, a Red, and Robin Ochre, a Yellow, occupied this 

position in East Carmine.  

Interestingly, these seven colours do in some ways match up with the seven 

classes identified in the BBC’s Great British Survey (bbc.com 2013). Purples 

absolutely do represent the elite, while Greys are the precarious proletariat. 

However, the comparison falls short concerning the rest of the classes due to the 

intersectional nature of the survey, which took cultural, economic, and social capital 

into consideration. Chromatacia’s society is not intersectional, age, wealth and 

gender have no bearing on the chromocentric hierarchy. While age and wealth do 

influence the prestige and social standing of a person, the influence they have due 

to this is still restricted by their caste. Gender seemingly has little influence on 

social position at all, though the narration is restricted to Eddies male perspective 

and experiences. Ethnicity or race is not thematised at all in Shades of Grey. There 

is no mention of anyone’s skin colour, hair type, or any genetic markers that could 

potentially point towards a specific ethnicity. The novel is set in an alternate version 

of the United Kingdom’s future, which means a homogenous ethnic make-up 

should be unlikely. This leads me to the assumption that the focus on social 
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discrimination based on colour perception is strong enough to overshadow 

discrimination based on skin colour. 

As a final marker of colour and prestige, names reflect a family’s position in 

society. All Greys are assigned a number as a last name, such as Jane G23 and 

Dorian G7, a dehumanising practice that represents their expendable position in 

society. Colour-perceiving families’ names, on the contrary, reveal their hue: The 

Russetts are Red, DeMauve is a powerful Purple family. There is some indication 

that the chroma, or strength of colour, of the last name reflects the strength of 

perception, as Eddie remarks that Yellow-perception of just 2 percent over the 

threshold “must make [someone] a Primrose, minimum” (424), which is a pale 

shade of Yellow. This would align with the Yellow Prefect’s, and therefore the 

strongest Yellow’s, last name being Gamboge, a rather deep, saturated shade. 

Only Greys are assigned a new name after the Ishihara, however, while children 

of other colours carry on their family name. Upon marriage between two colours a 

double name is possible though unusual, as shown by the Lemon-Skye family, 

consisting of a Blue mother, a Yellow father, and a Green child (243). More 

commonly, the lower colour would assume the higher-ranking name, as any 

children are hoped to further rise in colour perception. This practice can be 

observed in the DeMauve family: Violet DeMauve’s father, a strong purple, married 

a Navy, resulting in their daughter scoring much higher on blue perception than 

red. In order to counteract in the next generation, she is expected to marry a strong 

Red, Eddie. This means that a Blue and a Red can have a Purple last name. 

Names are therefore not a perfect indicator of colour perception but do represent 

rank.  

3.3 Social Mobility 

Depending on the type of social stratification a system uses, the ease with which 

individuals can move through the strata changes. In systems in which social 

positions are established at birth as in caste and feudal systems, this movement, 

called social mobility, is more restricted than in systems which base prestige on 

changeable factors such as wealth (Saunders 67). European medieval feudal 

systems required official proof of membership for high ranking classes, such as a 

patent of nobility, making it impossible for a peasant to rise to such status. In 
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modern social systems, wealth or a prestigious occupation is enough evidence, 

though “acquir[ing] some of the secondary cultural characteristics of the social 

stratum into which he has moved” (Bottomore 17), whether it be a certain sociolect 

or etiquette, helps secure acceptance among their new peers. Those who were 

born into higher-ranking families are more familiar with the traditions and norms of 

their stratum than those who have recently risen. A classic example often used in 

film to emphasise the outsider status of a social climber is confusion about cutlery 

at a formal dinner, a situation easily navigated by people who have been 

surrounded by formal, high status culture all their life. 

In modern class systems, there are two ways an individual can change 

social group. They can work their way up to a top profession within their own life 

span, such as an entry-level employee in a shop can, with additional qualifications, 

become regional manager. As this happens within one generation, it is referred to 

as intra-generational mobility. Inter-generational mobility, on the contrary, takes 

place between two generations, with the children of one individual occupying a 

lower or higher position than that of their parents (Saunders 68). This movement is 

possible in either direction, distinguished as upward mobility and downward 

mobility. Moving into levels lower than the one a person was born into is just as 

possible as moving up, though generally social mobility is associated with ‘social 

climbing’ and bettering one’s position (ibid. 69). This upward mobility is, in fact, 

more common, largely due to industrialising processes shrinking the job market for 

unskilled manual labourers, while the growth of the service sector leads to a rise 

of white-collar positions and more mid-range leader positions being available. Intra-

generational upwards mobility is particularly affected by this as “[e]ach generation 

finds that there are more high-status jobs available than was the case when its 

parents left school” (ibid. 69), leading to some automatic upwards movement (ibid. 

70). Another factor adding to the increased occurrence of inter-generational 

movement is wider access to higher education. This enables more working-class 

children to achieve the qualifications necessary for positions at a higher level than 

their parents’ (ibid. 69). While a farmer’s son would previously have been needed 

to help their parents out at an early age, preventing him from finishing his formal 

education, or a miner’s family would have not been able to pay for their daughter’s 

university degree, grants and benefits opened new ways of acquiring work 
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qualifications. As these societal changes benefit upward social mobility, a social 

system can generally not be judged to be “open and meritocratic” (ibid. 70) with 

free movement between all strata based on individual’s skills, just by looking at 

upward migration. Signs for a truly open hierarchy would significant amounts of 

downward movement, as this means the upper class cannot hold onto their high 

prestige positions without possessing the necessary qualifications themselves and 

being able to compete with challengers from the lower strata (ibid. 70). Generally, 

however, social mobility is restricted to short-range movements between close 

strata such as upper working class and lower middle class, leading to marginal 

changes in position rather than drastic ones (ibid. 70). Even with improved 

educational opportunities, working-class children will find it difficult to move up into 

the highest ranks of society, just as the safety net provided by family connections 

and wealth would protect the member of a high-ranking family from falling into 

destitution. 

Since short-range movement between close strata is exceedingly common, 

and only affords a marginal change in social position, there are arguments that this 

should not even be considered social mobility. Saunders points out some cases in 

which several prestige markers intersect to make social mobility not as 

straightforward as previously indicated: “If the daughter of a skilled fitter leaves 

school with a handful of mediocre GCSE certificates and gets employment as a 

filing clerk, does this really represent upward movement?” (ibid. 70). This daughter, 

while achieving a higher formal education than her father and working in a non-

manual profession, has less responsibility and authority at work and a lower 

income than her father does. Despite a movement that superficially seems upward, 

her occupation’s only prestige marker is the office she works in and the clothes she 

wears. Due to the lower wage, her standard of life might even deteriorate.  

The concept of social mobility has three areas that need to be approached 

with a critical mind. For one, even though many people move upwards or 

downwards in the social hierarchy, this movement often has little influence on their 

day-to-day lives, as it is across narrow ranges. Further, social positions are the 

result of many intersecting aspects, though one factor changing does not 

automatically necessitate a similar change in other aspects. Lastly, humans are 

individuals whose lives do not follow straight projections, as they might change 
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professions at any time or leave the workforce to get further qualifications or to 

raise a family. These possible changes need to be accounted for when determining 

a person’s social status and movement (ibid. 70-71). 

The theory of high social mobility, both upwards and downwards, as an 

indicator for an egalitarian and therefore desirable society is widely held, however, 

there are some problems that might arise from such a free exchange between the 

strata. If the upper classes only consisted of those who by some intellectual or 

industrious merit ‘deserved’ to occupy such a high stratum, the logical conclusion 

would be that the working classes were composed exclusively of people who were 

unsuccessful despite having the same opportunities. These people might then be 

thought of as deserving of their low prestige, income and living standards, which 

would only further the chasm between classes and lead to social conflict 

(Bottomore 40). Further, perception and reality of openness does not always align. 

Regarding class frustration and conflict, the reality of social mobility of less 

consequence than the public perception of a society’s openness among its people. 

Even though countries with traditionally rigid hierarchies, e.g. the UK, have opened 

up after World War II and offer more possibilities for social advancement than 

before, deep-rooted social structures, including “the aristocracy, the public schools, 

Oxford, differences of speech and accent, the relationships of the ‘old boy’ network” 

(ibid. 40), all serve as reminders of previous circumstances. They inhibit mobility 

and support class consciousness, as even individuals who achieve high prestige 

markers, such as wealth and esteemed professions, are outed by their choice of 

school, the language they use and their social surroundings as ‘social climbers’ 

who did not previously belong. While the boundaries between lower levels are now 

less clearly defined, the upper classes have been affected little by these changes 

and the status quo of social hierarchies in the UK is not threatened by any notions 

of classlessness.  

The USA has historically had quite different social structures than the UK 

and is generally thought of a place where anyone can achieve anything. The 

‘American Dream’, which has drawn immigrants to the US for over centuries, is still 

a major influence on American culture, despite there not being evidence of this 

society being more open than other Western countries. While there is a higher 

occurrence of manual labourers joining the upper classes than in other societies 
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(Bottomore 44), embodying the from-rags-to-riches idea, short-range movement 

from manual to middle-class non-manual professions is not more common than in 

other, more class-conscious societies (ibid. 43). The social elites of the USA may 

not be made up of nobility, but they are nevertheless dominated by certain 

“established upper-class families” (ibid. 44). Further contributing to the myth of 

openness is be “the general increase in prosperity” (ibid. 45), coupled with the true 

extent of poverty being concealed from society at large. Here again, the perception 

of openness of a society is just as important as actually occurring social mobility in 

strengthening or weakening awareness of class systems (ibid. 45). 

3.3.1 Social Mobility in Shades of Grey 

Despite the previously mentioned marriages between high- and low-ranking 

colours, citizens of Chromatacia are not free to disregard castes when marrying. 

Rule 3.9.34.59.667 of the Word of Munsell, the aforementioned holy text/law book 

decrees that “In order to maintain the quality of breeding stock and public decency, 

complementary colours are absolutely forbidden from marrying” (27, emphasis 

original). While marriage between Red and Blue might be desirable to create 

Purple children, Reds are forbidden from marrying Green. Two reasons for this are 

given: public decency, which is a morally founded factor depending on the beliefs 

of a society, and the quality of breeding stock. They juxtapose each other in a way, 

as morality is a marker of human civilisation, whereas breeding is a word generally 

reserved for animals. This rule is particularly intriguing and begs the question of 

whether the lack of colour perception is artificially created or upheld to control the 

population through the strict colour hierarchy. If a Purple and a Yellow had children, 

would they be able to see all colours, and where would they fit on the hierarchy? 

Marriages between neighbouring colours are permitted, though similarly looked 

down upon for not pursuing the strongest primal perception possible. First-

generation Green Jabez Lemon-Skye sheds light on this: “’I’ll not be made 

ashamed of it,’ remarked Jabez with great dignity, ‘but muse on this: When you 

meet an Orange or a Green, you’re not looking at wasted primal hue, but the 

product of a couple motivated by something nobler than the headlong rush for 

Chromatic supremacy’” (112). In Jabez’ case, the noble cause for an inter-caste 

marriage was love, something usually not factored into Chromatic marriages.  
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The social system in Shades of Grey is caste-like in many aspects, however, 

it has one unique feature that is atypical for castes: inter-generational social 

mobility is all but guaranteed. Colour perception naturally waxes and wanes 

throughout generations Rise and fall are accelerated by down- or up-Spectrum 

colours, as happened to the Russett’s, but the natural decline is “about ten per cent 

a generation” (160). This aligns with Eddie telling Jane G23 that “[i]n five 

generations [her] family might be Prefects”, which requires 50 percent perception 

of a prime colour. This natural change is presented as a reason for lower colours 

to accept their fate knowing that their family will also have a chance at social 

betterment. However, high-ranking families attempt to stay in power by ‘enriching’ 

their bloodline through tactical marriages with strong perceptors of the right colour. 

As a result, arranged marriages are the norm, while “[m]arrying for love was not 

forbidden, it just didn’t make sense. ‘If you want your grandchildren to hate you,’ 

the saying goes, ‘marry down-Spectrum’” (69). Marriages are therefore usually 

arranged to maximise colour and avoid loss of perception. Several marriage ads 

within the text show both lower ranking families trying to attract high ranking suitors 

for their children with a large dowry, and high ranking but poor families almost 

offering up their children for sale on the marriage market. The natural ebb and flow 

of equality is in this way undermined by capitalist interest in more money and higher 

prestige. 

3.4 Inequality 

Social systems with any kind of hierarchical ranking are inherently unequal due to 

certain positions being afforded more prestige, rights, and/or resources. Unequal 

treatment of different ranks is deeply ingrained within human societies and 

arguably even necessary to establish any society at all (Saunders 42). However, 

societies differ on the kinds of inequalities they perpetuate or try to eradicate. T. B. 

Bottomore (10) cites two kinds of inequality identified by Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

in his Dissertation on the Origin and Foundation of the Inequality of Mankind 

(1755): one kind is due to natural causes, such as mental and physical health 

leading to more opportunities or higher intellectual capabilities leading to better 

outcomes of the same educational input. The other one, which he calls political 

inequality, is man-made and changes depending on historical context. One such 
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change would be the emancipation of women. Their unequal treatment is not based 

on naturally lower capabilities, otherwise they could not have been able to succeed 

in their fight for more and more rights over the past century and to take on more 

jobs that men have done for centuries. Political inequality includes higher status 

groups being able to exert power over lower ones. 

Saunders (43) names three kinds of (in)equalities. Equality of opportunity is 

similar to Rousseau’s natural inequality in that it is concerned with people’s 

chances of achieving what they want based on their abilities or merit. If someone’s 

abilities are restricted due to natural causes, they do not have all the same 

opportunities as their peers, though this is also influenced by the availability of 

resources depending on wealth, location, parents’ ability to support them, etc. 

Marx’s theories on social systems envisioned a classless society with equal 

opportunities for all: “from each according to his abilities, to each according to his 

needs” (Marger 32), supporting everyone to achieve their maximum potential but 

also expecting them to provide their labour power for the good of the many 

(Saunders 46). The wide range of factors in which people can be disadvantaged 

makes it near impossible to ensure everyone has equal opportunities, and, if Marx 

is to be believed, would necessitate the abolition of capitalist societies as we know 

them. 

Legal equality lines up closely with Rousseau’s political inequality, though it 

is restricting the law, not social influence. This “relatively recent idea in human 

history” (ibid. 43) outlaws institutionalised inequality such as slavery, though even 

in the 20th century modern nations did not think legal equality necessary. South 

Africa’s apartheid legalised unequal treatment of people groups up until 1994, and 

the United States’ segregation of black people relegated a disadvantaged minority 

to back entrances and restricted access to institutions and occupations. This 

example is particularly interesting as a legal doctrine called this state of deprivation 

‘separate but equal’ despite it being fundamentally unequal. A law claiming to 

uphold equality does therefore not automatically result in true equality; indeed, 

even when laws ban all practices disadvantaging one group, this is not always 

upheld. One only has to take a look at the prison population of the modern USA 

and see that most convicts stem from a disadvantaged background. Poor people 

do not commit more crimes than rich people, but their crimes are more likely to be 
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“defined as socially threatening” (Marger 19) and therefore pursued more. In 

addition, the wealthy can afford better legal counsel than poor people, which makes 

them more likely to be acquitted of their crimes, making legal equality difficult to 

uphold.  

Saunders’ (ibid. 44) third concept, equality of outcome consists of everyone 

achieving the same results regardless of abilities or handicaps. This requires 

‘levelling the playing field’, so to say, to even out different opportunities, giving more 

resources to those who are in more need and do not have as much support from 

birth as other people. While it is important that those with handicaps be 

accommodated to make up unfair disadvantages as well as possible, complete 

equality of outcome negates many ways our world is organised: there could be no 

elite educational institutions, no higher-esteemed professions. Equal outcomes for 

all are not compatible with a hierarchical social structure, as everyone would have 

to arrive at the same place within it at some point. 

The three different concepts of equality are not compatible with each other 

and sometimes even are in direct conflict with one another. Legal equality requires 

everyone to be treated the same by the government, regardless of their status 

group or social class. Establishing equalities of opportunity or outcome, however, 

necessitates wide-reaching state interference to redirect resources to 

disadvantaged people rather than to the wealthy (Saunders 44). Often this is done 

not just through giving more to the poor, but also by taking from the wealthy through 

higher taxation, leading to a direct redistribution of wealth. Non-monetary support 

can take the form of affirmative action concerning college or job applications, 

wherein the majority group is discriminated against to improve the chances of 

members of minority groups, who are considered at a disadvantage (ibid. 44). 

These actions go directly against legal equality, which requires the same rules to 

apply to everyone. ‘Full equality’ in the sense of everyone having the same rights 

in front of the law, but also having the same opportunities in life and equal living 

conditions, as well as arriving at the same position in life is just not possible. This 

mirrors the unattainability of utopia, and particularly of perfection in utopia: not only 

can there be no agreement of what is considered ‘full’ equality or perfection, but 

just as perfection would lead to stagnation of culture, equality of outcome in 

particular negates many incentives for progress. All these aspects of equality are 
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contradicting each other, and to achieve equality in one regard, other inequalities 

must be tolerated. Which inequalities are the most acceptable is however a point 

of contention with diverging opinions based on backgrounds and privileges.  

The fact that not all concepts of equality can be applied at the same time, 

as well as virtually every society featuring some hierarchical ranking, which by 

definition is not equal, begets the question whether inequality is avoidable at all, or 

whether it is even necessary for social systems to function. Marx believed in the 

possibility of a classless society without inequalities, which Marger deems 

“manifestly Utopian[sic]” (32). However, Marx realised this could only happen after 

a slow change away from current western social systems (Marger 32). After the 

rise of the USSR, attempts to implement the first steps of an egalitarian society 

based on Marx’s principles of paying workers according to the value of their work 

instead of the lowest wage employers wanted to pay faced the problem of 

comparing vastly different skill sets to each other. The capitalist solution to this was 

to base prices on supply and demand: consumers pay what they deem the product 

worth depending on how urgently they need it and how commonly it is available 

(Saunders 46). This approach invariably leads to lower-skilled professions being 

paid less for the same amount of work than specialised occupations, a result that 

might very well be integral to the progression of societies. For the economy to grow 

and technology to advance, people need to have an incentive to work.  

The functional theory on inequality not only takes market resources into 

consideration when arguing that inequalities are vital to a functioning society, but 

also the role certain occupations fulfil within society, the skills they necessitate, and 

how much prestige their occupants are afforded (Marger 47). This approach hinges 

on the need for incentives for certain occupations and the thought that certain 

positions are more important than others. It does not attempt to ascribe objective 

worth to each occupation, as the USSR did, but rather assumes that society mostly 

agrees on the prestige of each position. One factor determining worth is the 

uniqueness of a profession and whether other positions depend on it. There are 

fewer managers and their position could not be filled by a cleaner due to lack of 

skills, and their actions influence more people’s positions than those of a cleaner 

(Saunders 58), though one could argue that clogged restrooms affect the daily 

business of a company just as much as an absent manager. The necessary skills 
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and training to acquire those are another factor: menial tasks can often be taught 

within hours or days, while doctors undergo rigorous, long, and expensive training. 

Society only wants the most qualified candidates to fill such vital positions. To 

persuade the smartest members of society to sacrifice years of their lives to train 

requires the promise of rewards such as higher pay or more social prestige. 

Following this logic, inequality cannot be avoided, as equal treatment for unequal 

jobs would lead to more difficult positions to remain unoccupied (Marger 48). There 

are several problems with this theory. It operates based on the assumption that 

people will only make sacrifices to reach positions in which they can help people, 

such as in health services, if they are rewarded by prestige or wealth, but never 

out of the desire to do good. There is no room for intrinsic motivation, for the pursuit 

of knowledge out of intellectual thirst or for altruism (Saunders 61f).  

Furthermore, the assessment of which professions are more important than 

others cannot be objective. Without doctors, simple illnesses would spread rapidly, 

but without sewage workers, humanity would drown in its own waste. The prestige 

of occupations can also change over time, such as the position of a clerk. Claiming 

that decisions on education and profession are purely based on social standing is 

therefore not logical (ibid. 61). Saunders also questions whether pursuing a 

university degree can truly be deemed a sacrifice worth rewarding more than an 

apprenticeship when “student life can be extremely enjoyable” (63). Furthermore, 

this theory could only argue that inequalities are the natural consequence of key 

positions only being filled by the most capable people and therefore being 

rewarded more if disadvantaged minorities had the same chances of being 

deemed capable. A working-class child can possess more intelligence and drive 

as that of a wealthy couple, but without equal opportunities, it cannot reach a 

position in which it can make the sacrifices of training and be deemed the most 

capable person.  

Inequality, whether it be of condition, opportunity, outcome, or legality, is an 

intrinsic part of every modern society and cannot be eradicated without creating 

new inequalities. Some form of it is necessary for capitalism to function, and 

arguable even the key to societal progression. As long as there are professions 

that are deemed more vital for a society to continue or which necessitate more 

skills, socioeconomic inequalities will continue to exist. 
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3.4.1 Inequality in Shades of Grey 

As a novel with a strict social hierarchy, inequality is a central theme of Shades of 

Grey. Inequality between the colours, particularly between the privileged 

Chromatics and the enslaved achromatic Greys, is widely accepted as the natural 

order. Those who are unhappy with their position are told their descendants will 

rise in prestige in due time, and the highest leader’s family will become powerless 

with the generations. To think differently is seen as dangerous, as the legal and 

religious texts outright denounce equality as “a proven myth” (124) and a barbaric 

practice reminiscent of the Previous, an earlier civilisation that destroyed itself. And 

yet, there are some sparse examples of equality. Works of Art, primarily paintings, 

are distributed to be kept safe in citizen’s homes without discriminating by colour. 

Furthermore, art custodians have to allow access to their paintings to anyone at 

any time (177). Accordingly, a purple family is as likely to house a Vermeer as a 

grey one. Not equality, but fairness through unequal treatment can be found in the 

decree the same crime is to be punished more severely the higher ranking the 

perpetrator is (146). Apart from this, there is no legal equality, nor equality of 

opportunity or outcome within this society. Chromatacia’s belief system is based 

on the inequality of the colours, both legal and religious documents support it. 

Humans within this society have little possibility of encountering contradicting ideas 

and grow up surrounded by rules declaring the status quo as the only conceivable 

way to live. The way this ideological propaganda is used to support the continuous 

oppression of the populace will be further explored in the following chapter. 

4  Power Structures 

Hierarchical social structures, whether in real life or within dystopia, are reliant on 

a continuing power imbalance between the top and bottom rungs of the social 

ladder. The previous section of this thesis explored the ideas of inequality as a 

necessity for social progress and the wish for more resources as the drive for social 

mobility. By contrast, the following section will describe how these inequalities are 

perpetuated by both the government and the general populace within the imagined 

systems of dystopian novels. I have identified three aspects integral to power 

structures, which will be the focus of my analysis. These comprise Michel 



54 

Foucault’s theories on discipline, Antonio Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, and 

Louis Althusser’s descriptions of ideology. 

4.1 Discipline 

In his studies of French prison systems, Michel Foucault identifies a gradual 

change in the exercise of power over prisoners from which he extrapolates that 

public institutions have been permeated by new concepts of power and control, 

leading to a lasting shift in behaviour and discipline within our societies. Up until 

the late 18th century, criminals were punished by publicly exerting physical force 

on their bodies. Torture and executions were public spectacles that drew large 

audiences (Foucault 7), and brutal executions such as burning alive, quartering, 

breaking on the wheel (ibid. 32) show that punishment was not simply to end the 

convict’s life, but to inflict pain. Furthermore, severe punishments were meant as a 

warning to any possible criminals. Audiences were essential, as without them 

punishments “would scarcely have any meaning” (ibid. 58), as they could not have 

unfolded the intended deterring effect. By the 19th century, however, public 

sentiment had begun to shift towards considering the violence of such punishments 

as equally savage to violent crimes (ibid. 9). As a result, sanctions were moved 

from the public to the private and became less physically violent. When before, the 

violent display of torture meant to discourage criminals, later the inevitability of 

more invisible and therefore abstract punishment was thought sufficient deterrent 

(ibid. 9).  

Though the 19th century no longer inflicted torture on criminals, power was 

still exerted on their bodies through more subtle ways, both inside prison and 

outside, by using new methods focusing on establishing discipline. Punitive 

measures were largely abandoned in favour of disciplinary or corrective ones, 

which took inspiration from schools and monasteries of the time (ibid. 14). Besides 

traditional punishments, the new disciplinary model used exercise to correct 

perceived failures (ibid. 179) and a strict timetable to control prisoners’ daily 

activities. Timetables ensured a stable daily rhythm, “impose[d] particular 

occupations [and] regulate[d] the cycles of repetition” (ibid. 149), introducing an 

almost monastic air into prisons, poorhouses and schools. Controlling activities 

meant that no moment that could be used in a useful manner was wasted (ibid. 

150). Efficiency in every way and manner is the goal of discipline. 
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Even though Foucault’s theories on discipline stem from his observations of 

the judicial penal system, it does not only consist of punishment but rather of a 

duality of punishment and gratification (ibid. 180). As the aim is to correct bad 

behaviour to elicit the desired conduct from the individual, punishment must, in fact, 

avoided if possible (ibid. 180). Instead, rewards for ‘correct’ actions should be dealt 

our frequently. The desire for rewards and appreciation is a more effective 

encouragement than the fear of punishment. As a result, the binary opposition of 

good or bad, punished or not, is replaced by a sliding scale of more individual 

judgement, which quantifies behaviour in a more detailed manner (ibid. 181). 

Through the recording of awards and punishments in quantifiable measures, such 

as points, individuals are placed in a disciplinary hierarchy. Discipline functions by 

uniting members of social systems, usually through a common locality such as a 

prison, military bases, or factories, and then partitioning its members from each 

other by assigning everyone a specific place. This forms the basis for the 

assignment of ranks to individuals within a unit (ibid. 141f). Being placed at the 

bottom of the hierarchy is a punishment based on social shame (ibid. 182). In this 

case, not only awards act as motivation to obey the rules, but rising through the 

ranks is in itself desirable. For example, by first dividing students into classes based 

on age or ability, and then assigning them a seat based on merit, the hierarchy 

within the classroom is made visible to all (ibid. 181). Lower ranked students are 

unable to ignore their disfavoured position and face pressure to rise in ranks, while 

higher-ranked ones are aware that they could fall into disgrace if they cannot 

continue as before. Visible marks denoting one’s position in the hierarchy, such as 

uniform variations, serve as constant reminders of perceived failure and what can 

be attained (ibid. 181). In schools, for example, “[t]his hierarchizing penality(sic) 

[…] distributed pupils according to […] the use that could be made of them when 

they left the school; it exercised over them a constant pressure to conform to the 

same model” (ibid. 182). The hierarchy resulting from the recording of the skills and 

behaviour of individuals has, therefore, the desirable side-effect of applying social 

pressure to conform to the rules to be ranked higher. 

The chromocentric hierarchy of Jasper Fforde’s Shades of Grey, which does 

permit upward and downward mobility, is much like the disciplinary hierarchies of 

the 19th century as described by Foucault. In the previous section, the hierarchy 
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has been analysed from the point of view of social stratification but bringing 

Foucault’s theories on discipline to bear on it shows there is another, secondary 

hierarchy within this social system. The societal ranking is split in two and features 

one hierarchy based on aptitude, and one based on conduct. Aptitude, of course, 

means colour perception in this case; an ability people are born with and cannot 

improve upon. Nonetheless, when looking at family units rather than individuals, 

ranking can change through descendants that have either higher or lower 

perception than the previous generation. As a natural cycle, colour perception 

within a family rises up to purple, from where it starts to sink again. To forestall the 

natural fall, however, eugenic principles are used when choosing spouses, in the 

hope of strengthening the colour perception of the next generation. This puts 

pressure on parents to find the best match for their children, while the children have 

little choice but to subject to their parents’ wishes unless they want to doom their 

own descendants to the lowest ranks. Parents decide what the ‘best match’ is 

based on either colour, to strengthen their descendants’ position, or on money if 

the offspring have strong colour perception themselves and can elicit a high dowry. 

Eddie, the novel’s protagonist, states that “‘[i]f you want your grandchildren to hate 

you,’ the saying goes, ‘marry down-Spectrum’” (Fforde 69) which highlights once 

again the immense societal pressure applied by this disciplinary method.  

Even more obvious is the pressure applied by the secondary ranking, which 

is based on conduct or merit. Merit is quantified within this world through points, 

which are part social credits, part currency. Recorded in merit-books, which 

function as identification papers and state one’s colour perception, these merit-

points can override the importance of colours for social standing. High-ranking 

colours might be more powerful on paper, though low-colour families with a wealth 

of merits can command equal respect. Besides the merit book, cash merits are 

available as well, which are used for purchases, bribes, and dowries (37). Without 

a certain amount of merit points, people are excluded from social functions. Full 

residency, which grants the right to marry, as well as to “have seconds at dinner, 

wear a patterned waistcoat and a whole lot more” (75), requires a merit score of 

1000. As 150 merits are about one year’s wages (215) and merits can be passed 

down from one generation to the next, respectable and wealthy families can 
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provide their children with benefits sooner than members of disadvantaged 

families, who would have to work for much longer before achieving citizen status. 

Within this society, rank is displayed in the form of badges worn on one’s 

lapel. Colour is displayed through a badge called a ‘spot’, artificially dyed in the 

colour the wearer can see. This display of colour rank is mandatory, which elicits 

comparison to the badges forced upon Jewish people throughout history 

(jewishencyclopedia.com), particularly during World War 2, as well as to other 

concentration camp badges. However, colour spots are required to be worn by all 

citizens, not only by oppressed groups. They are therefore more similar to military 

rank insignia. Their primary purpose is not to shame the wearers, but to reinforce 

the hierarchy by making people’s position within it visible at all times (Foucault 

181). Some shame might be associated with this, but not for the wearer 

themselves, as characters express pride in their status (4). The badges do however 

identify members of other groups, creating visible boundaries between the colours. 

Without the spot, there is no obvious way to distinguish status, which is how a Grey 

could pass as a Purple and use services he ordinarily would not have had access 

to (19). Due to the inability to distinguish between groups without the spot, wearing 

the incorrect spot to impersonate someone of a different colour is referred to as 

‘wrongspotting’, a rare crime punished with an outrageously high ten-thousand-

merit fine (19). Below the colour spot, a range of badges can be worn to inform the 

public of transgressions or virtues of the wearer. Eddie wears both a ‘1000 merit’ 

badge, proclaiming his right to full residency, and one stating he ‘needs humility’, 

which he is compelled to wear for a week as punishment for a misdemeanour (4). 

This badge encourages others to teach him ‘humility’, or rather docility, and is again 

a punishment aimed at eliciting discipline through social pressure to conform. 

Similar badges are worn by Jane, the rebelling Grey, stating that she is ‘truculent’ 

and ‘deceitful’ (60), as well as by Tommo Cinnabar, who is declared ‘impertinent’. 

He also wears a ‘low merit’ one, to mark him as non-conforming and low-ranking, 

a threat to society.  

Merit points are not only used as positive incentives but can also be taken 

away as punishment for rule-breaking or non-compliance. The use of unapproved 

swear words carries a maximum fine of 100 merits (22), physical assault a 

minimum of 50 (66), falsifying medical records costs 5000 demerits (106) and 
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losing Council property is fined with two demerits (184). Like monetary fines in our 

society, this means that people with many merits suffer less for certain 

transgressions, however, fines are adapted to one’s status in a bid for more 

fairness: “with spectral rank came privilege, but also greater punishment when 

something went wrong. A prefect could be sent to Reboot for something a Grey 

would be fined fifty merits” (146). This rule creates unequal outcomes, which, 

paradoxically, provide a certain degree of equality by ensuring the privileges of the 

higher ranked are not abused. If an individual’s merit score falls below zero, they 

are sent to ‘reboot’ in the capital Emerald City. The term is borrowed from the 

process of returning a computer to its factory settings, which here means removing 

all unwanted behaviour from the individual. Jane has a negative score of 800 merits 

(321) and is expecting to be sent to the capital upon taking her Ishihara and 

reaching maturity, which means that only adults can be rebooted. What exactly 

happens at reboot is unknown, but it consists of ‘re-education’ in manners and 

society’s rules (28), followed by a reassignment in a different location (393). This 

implies that unwanted behaviour is the result simply of not knowing better, rather 

than a conscious choice not to submit, though re-education is likely to consist of 

brainwashing rather than regular lessons. It is a euphemism often used by 

repressive forces for internment camps even today (bbc.com 2019) Therefore, 

those sent for reboot do not return to their family and friends, effectively ending 

their lives as they know it. Towards the end of the novel, Eddie discovers that there 

is more truth to this than anticipated, as rebotees are not in fact sent to Emerald 

City, but to an abandoned town called High Saffron, where they inescapably catch 

‘Mildew’, a deadly disease. Reboot is a death sentence given to anyone not 

following the discipline of the collective, those accused of “sedition, unruliness, bad 

manners or disrespect, or by deceit or accident.” (393) The true scale of this 

society’s oppression is hidden but no less cruel: anyone not conforming to 

discipline and societal pressure is removed before they can do harm. 

Foucault expanded his theories on discipline based on Jeremy Bentham’s 

concept of the Panopticon (1787), a prison which enables a single guard to observe 

all prisoners without being observed themselves. Each prisoner is confined to their 

own cell without contact to other prisoners or guards but is constantly reminded of 

the observation through the presence of the watchtower, the presence of the guard 
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always visible but unverifiable (Foucault 201). Foucault postulates that “it is at once 

too much and too little that the prisoner should be constantly observed by an 

inspector: too little, for what matters is that he knows himself to be observed; too 

much, because he has no need on fact of being so” (ibid. 201). The deciding factor 

is that the prisoners think of themselves as being watched, whether this is true at 

any given moment or not. In the panopticon, this is achieved through a complex 

system of Venetian blinds and angled walls to conceal the coming and leaving of 

guards. While prisoners are still confined to cells, the panoptic principle should 

render these unnecessary, as the uncertainty of whether observers are present 

necessitates the assumption that they are. Accordingly, any wrong-doing is self-

restricted through the inevitability of being caught (ibid. 206). Panopticism gives 

“power […] over mind” (ibid. 206), rather than the body. This social pressure is not 

only applicable to prison systems but to society at large if the necessary 

surveillance is implemented. It is the principle behind 1984’s slogan ‘Big Brother is 

watching you’: if citizens are able to be continually observed (through the 

telescreens found in every house) and are reminded of this fact (through the 

slogans and the presence of telescreens), they will not risk committing crimes due 

to the certainty of being caught. As they cannot tell when they are being observed, 

the actual observation is not necessary anymore. 

Discipline controls through surveillance, not intervention. Though the 

primary reason for implementing disciplines is to “neutralize dangers” of criminals, 

crowds or “useless” (both Foucault 210) individuals, discipline also has the effect 

of increasing the efficacy of armies, factories and schools. Prison discipline is 

defined as discipline-blockade with all its obvious restrictions of walls and isolation 

from society, but the discipline that has permeated society through the panoptical 

principle is discipline-mechanism, “a design of subtle coercion” (ibid. 209) and a 

method of effective control of society. It does this by generalising the principle of 

the ever-visible, ever-watching guard which is only possible if this power permeates 

all of society, if “it can be exercised continuously in the very foundations of society” 

(ibid. 208). For this, disciplines are “broken down into flexible methods of control” 

(ibid. 211) used in social and state institutions. This can be schools expanding their 

observations beyond the student’s conduct in class, to their home life, to ensure 

continuous supervision. In the hands of the state, observation takes the form of 
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police posted throughout cities, aided by observers, secret agents, and informers, 

down to the lowest stratum of society (ibid. 214). These individual units of 

surveillance work together in “a network of relation” (ibid. 176) in which the top 

surveys the bottom, but the bottom also surveys their own supervisors. This 

network of surveillance ensures the omnipresence of power even where the state 

cannot physically be and integrates disciplinary power into all aspects of society 

(ibid. 176). 

Though Shades of Grey’s society encourages surveillance through 

neighbours, there are also official ‘monitors’ who take the role of police 

enforcement. The requirements for monitors are not explained within the text, 

though high social standing and adherence to social rules are implied. However, 

resident black-market fence Tommo Cinnabar does reveal that excellent social 

contacts are just as important to acquire this status (Fforde 102). Neither are the 

duties of monitors obvious. The text mentions senior, junior, and senior junior 

monitors, as well as monitors for arrivals, ‘toshing’ (looking for naturally dyed 

items), radiators, dinners, and lunches, which highlights the constant monitoring 

citizens are subjected to. Beyond the official surveillance through monitors, social 

observation, citizens are encouraged to give feedback and to inform on other 

people. The latter is rewarded with a direct boost to the informer’s own social 

standing: “That infraction alone [...] would have netted her at least fifty demerits [...] 

and a ten per cent bounty to me for reporting it.” (66) There are two glaring 

problems with this system: including a bounty for the informer is an incentive that 

can lead to false information being given for personal gain, and interpersonal 

conflicts can have bearing on what is reported on. Friends will cover for friends, 

and bad feedback and information is easily abused, as Jane reports: “It was what 

I didn’t do. When people take a dislike to you, it’s amazing how quickly you can 

become a demerit magnet.” (321), indicating that her negative social score is not 

only due to rule transgressions. Feedback, a less direct form of surveillance, is 

given frequently to businesses and people alike. The expectation to conform to 

certain social standards out of desire to avoid public shame is shown in the first 

chapter already: “we had exchanged feedback - on the hotel for being clean and 

moderately comfortable, and on us, for not bringing shame on the establishment 

by poor table manners or talking loudly in public areas” (5), indicating that 
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‘politeness’ is codified and closely followed. Whether good feedback is truly 

deserved seems to be of little concern, as leaving good feedback is the polite thing 

to do even when not merited: “[w]e felt cheated out of our ten cents but politely left 

positive feedback, since the drabness of the exhibit was no fault of the curator’s” 

(6). Observing these social rules is of utmost importance if citizens want to occupy 

leading positions or coveted jobs, as positive feedback is taken into consideration. 

To join ‘National Colour’, the highly esteemed colour-pipe repair people, “[y]our 

eyes, feedback, merits and sycophancy had to be beyond exemplary” (13). This 

quote also shows the protagonist and narrator Eddie’s awareness of the insincerity 

of feedback and merit. While abilities factor into one’s chances, conforming to 

disciplinary pressure even if the result is disingenuous, is crucial to survival in this 

society. 

4.2 Hegemony 

Hegemony, stemming from the Ancient Greek word hegemonia, meaning 

‘leadership’ or ‘supremacy’ (collinsdictionary.com), describes the dominance of 

one group over others. In the modern context this usually takes the form of cultural 

supremacy of one group’s values, which become the whole society’s norms 

(Rosamond n.p.). Antonio Gramsci, Italian Marxist philosopher, theorised on how 

societies are influenced during his imprisonment under Benito Mussolini. 

Posthumously, these notes were published as Selections from the Prison 

Notebooks. His theory on hegemony has two sides, as he discusses it in opposition 

to both ‘domination’ and ‘economic-corporate’ aspects. In the latter case, 

hegemony refers to the rising middle classes’ aspirations, during the 19th century, 

to move beyond their economic status and exert political power (Gramsci xiv). The 

opposition of domination and hegemony manifests particularly in state leadership. 

A group can dominate other groups by force, but to rise to and hold onto power, it 

must also ‘lead’, i.e. exert cultural and moral hegemony, “even before attaining 

power a class can (and must) ‘lead’” (ibid. 57n). Simple subjugation through armed 

forces is not enough to establish control, the values of the dominant group need to 

be established as the cultural norm, creating political hegemony. The opposition of 

force and domination corresponds to two levels Gramsci identifies within a 

community’s superstructure. One level is that of civil society, “the ensemble of 

organisms commonly called ‘private’” (ibid. 12), that is the educational system, 
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family, and trade unions. Cultural hegemony is exercised through moral leadership 

and perpetuation of the ruling class’s ideology. They elicit the general population 

consent to the ruling group’s decisions by leveraging the prestige afforded to 

positions the dominant group occupies (ibid. 12). The second level, the state, uses 

direct domination through juridical and executive forces to ensure the cooperation 

of those who do not consent, or to punish them (ibid. 12). In “now classical terrain 

of the parliamentary regime” force and consent are used in combination, to 

“balance each other reciprocally, without force predominating excessively over 

consent” (both ibid. 80n). Furthermore, governments attempt to portray the use of 

force as the ‘will of the people’, employing state-owned media to broadcast the 

consent of the majority (ibid. 80n). Gramsci argues that regimes cannot rely on 

forceful domination alone, to secure rule over the oppressed groups, but need to 

gain the consent of the oppressed by convincing them that the leading group’s 

values and direction provide the only acceptable moral and legal norm. 

 In Fforde’s Shades of Grey, society is organised and referred to as a 

‘Collective’, a name that hints at a homogenous mass, which shares values and 

moral premises. The novel clearly shows that this collective does not permit any 

deviation from the leading class’s hegemony. When Jane calls Eddie and people 

like him “Unquestioning drones of the Collective”, he reacts nonplussed: “Usually, 

such a comment would be regarded as a compliment, but from her it sounded 

somehow undesirable” (both 123). In diegesis, this is understandable, as asking 

questions is frowned upon, and questioning the system is outright forbidden: “the 

inquisitive have a nasty habit of ending up in Reboot” (26). Questioning the status 

quo’s infallibility is seen as a threat to society: it would mean society can be 

improved and therefore changed, but this society is built upon stasis (6). Rule-

deviations are such a threat that people falling outside the norm are deemed 

‘Apocrypha’, the acknowledgement of whom carries a five-hundred-merit fine (49). 

Within a religious context, ‘apocrypha’ refers to a set of books not considered 

canonical by all churches, due to their doubtful origins. When comparing the Words 

of Munsell to a religious text, the Apocrypha represent additional 

information/scripture that is not officially acknowledged by the leading group due 

to them possibly contradicting the rules.  
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Stasis must be upheld at all costs as the public is convinced the only alternative 

is total destruction. “[D]escent into […] anarchic savagery” (124) or reverting 

society back its status before ‘the Something That Happened’, which brought 

humanity to the brink of extinction, are presented as the only other options. Only 

members of the chromogencia, those “above 50% receptive” (241) of colour, are 

permitted to participate in ‘Debate Society’ to discuss ideas, though even during 

these meetings, on paper unregulated, members are careful not to create 

controversy (250). The collective has achieved complete hegemony to the point 

that questioning rules is unthinkable. The few that do not consent to the ruling 

directive are dominated through the threat of removal from society, which, 

however, is rarely needed, as following the rules is already intricately linked with 

prestige, enforced through badges and the merit system.  

4.3 Ideology 

French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser’s theories on power concern 

themselves with power at the level of the superstructure (Althusser 134), extending 

upon Gramsci’s theories but based on the concept of state apparatuses and the 

reproduction of the means of production (ibid. 136). This refers to the replacement 

of materials and machinery worn out by production (ibid. 129), and in a wider 

definition to the ‘reproduction’ of labour power. Not only do workers need wages 

as an incentive to return to their places of work, but without continuous reproduction 

of the pool of available labourers, production cannot continue in the long term. 

Workers, therefore, need to be able to support offspring, which in turn needs to be 

trained in whichever skills their profession demands (132). Althusser argues that 

on top of professional training, children also learn ‘correct’ behaviour at school, 

which amounts to being taught “submission to the rules of the established order” 

(ibid. 132), or the ideology of a society. From this he extrapolates that teaching 

institutions such as schools and church are “’steeped’ in ideology” (ibid. 133) to 

fulfil their function, teaching people to submit to the rules of society. He calls these 

institutions part of the state apparatus, which he sees as separate from state 

power.  

Within Fforde’s Shades of Grey, state ideology is codified in the ‘Word of 

Munsell’, a law book seemingly based on Albert Munsell’s colour system, due to 

the importance of colour within this society. However, the rules, featured as 
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epigraphs of each chapter, do not relate to Munsell’s system as we know it. The 

rules of this ideology range from dress codes (1) over general wisdom (“Generally 

speaking, if you fiddle with something, it will break. Don’t.” (375) to banning 

“imaginative thought” (87) and specific technology in ‘leapbacks’. “Great Leap 

Backward[s]”, quite obviously a satire of China’s Great Leap Forward (1958-1962) 

with less disastrous results, occur approximately every ten years and ban literary 

genres and technology regardless of their usefulness. This is just one example of 

the often non-sensical nature of these rules, as admitted by members of the society 

themselves: “They were sometimes very odd indeed: The banning of the number 

that lay between 72 and 74 was a case in point, and no one had ever fully explained 

why it was forbidden to count sheep” (31). However, the rules are seen as infallible: 

“The Word of Munsell was the Rules, and the Rules were the Word of Munsell. 

They regulated everything we did and had brought peace to the Collective for 

nearly four centuries.” (33) The rules are inseparable from the world’s colour 

system: “our devotion to the Spectrum gives them credibility and relevance” (406), 

as no citizen would risk the loss of colour. However, this also implies that the rule 

system would be meaningless if colour was not revered as much, and there is 

indication that the focus on colour was purposefully implemented to distract people. 

“Its function is to give life apparent meaning. It is an abstraction, a misdirection — 

nothing more than a sideshow at Jollity Fair. As long as your minds are full of 

Chromatic betterment, there can be no room for other, more destructive thoughts” 

(339, emphasis original). This ideology is based on stasis, banning all progress 

inquisitiveness could bring on: “eventfulness may lead to progressive thought, with 

all the attendant risks that might bring to the Stasis.” (6). This also explains the 

leapbacks – if progress threatens the status quo, a society focused on stasis could 

turn to the opposite of progress, decline. Following the same logic, this society 

decided to ‘deFact’ history, as it contradicts the idea of a static world: historical 

artefacts and knowledge were destroyed and declared dangerous, leaving people 

with limited awareness of their own past (250). As a result, education is lacking, 

consisting of “reading, writing, French, music, geography, sums, cooking and Rule-

followment, which meant sitting in a circle and agreeing on how important the Rules 

were” until they turn sixteen “or until they have learned everything, whichever be 

sooner” (both 216). Fforde very overtly states that schools only exist to teach 

submission and basic life skills – and French, as a joke typical for the author. 
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Althusser bases his definition of state on that of the Marxist-Leninist theory 

of the state as a repressive force acting in the interests of the ruling classes 

(Althusser 137), by not only distinguishing between state power and state 

apparatus, but also between repressive state apparatuses and ideological state 

apparatuses (ibid. 142). The state itself is described as a repressive force at the 

centre of the class struggle, consisting of state power, which is controlled by the 

ruling class, and the state apparatuses, which can persist even when control of 

state power changes (ibid. 140). State apparatuses within the Marxist theory are 

the executing forces, the government, the police, the courts, and the army (ibid. 

137). Althusser, however, proposes that these institutions should be defined as 

Repressive State Apparatuses (RSAs), and that there is another, less obvious way 

in which state power is executed. While the RSAs function by repression, this other 

way is based on ideology (ibid. 145) – hence the name Ideological State 

Apparatuses (ISAs). However, there is no purely ideological or repressive 

apparatus. While each category has one predominant identifier, RSAs are basing 

their values on ideology, and ISAs use punishment to ensure discipline (ibid. 145), 

as also explained in the previous section on Foucault. ISAs consist of cultural 

institutions, schools, religions, communications, family (ibid. 143), in short: they 

permeate all of private life. As said before, particularly teaching institutions need to 

be steeped in ideology to effectively teach submission, and this teaching also takes 

place outside of school, in churches, in literature, or at the dinner table. Superficially 

ISAs have little in common and often teach contradictory ideas, so how can they 

be united as ‘functioning by ideology’? Althusser claims that the ideology of the 

ruling classes is found above the diverse ideologies of the ISAs, unifying them all 

by functioning under this umbrella (ibid. 146). The ruling classes hold state power 

and therefore the RSAs. As “no class can hold State power over an extended 

period without at the same time exercising its hegemony over and in the Ideological 

State Apparatuses” (ibid. 146), it follows that the ruling classes and their ideology 

also carry weight in the diverse teachings of the ISAs. It is the RSAs which secure 

the “political conditions for the action of the Ideological State Apparatuses” (ibid. 

150). However, the diversity of opinions permitted through the variety of ISAs also 

strengthens the exploited classes’ stance by enabling them to voice views 

contradicting the ruling ideology. Whereas RSAs represent a unity lead by the 

government, which permits the ruling class to directly interfere and set objects, 
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ISAs can be used by the repressed classes for their own purposes. This puts 

Ideological State Apparatuses at the centre of the class struggle, both as an object 

to be conquered, but also as a site of resistance (ibid. 147). 

Chromatacia’s Repressive State Apparatuses are not as openly present in 

this novel as ISAs. The reader only encounters small-town government, town 

councils consisting of a red, yellow, and blue prefect and a purple head prefect. 

While there are allusions to the capital Emerald City and a ‘Head Office’, direct 

interference is rare. The only exception is Matthew Gloss, a Colourman from 

National Colour, a government agency responsible for the synthetic colour supply. 

Though his appearance is that of a repairman, wearing a coverall and adjusting 

colour pipelines, his profession puts him above the rules in many ways: he is 

allowed the use of leapback (165), exempt from ‘useful work’ (235), the duty of 

every citizen, and he does not carry a colour name. As colour is at the core of all 

life, Colourmen are highly revered: “He represented freedom from a drab world, 

and the Word of Munsell personified.” (189). Far from only being repair people, 

National Colour agents are also responsible for the Ishihara (26), and the 

investigation of illegal activities threatening ‘the Stasis’, the status quo (240). 

Clearly, National Colour is a repressive state apparatus, representing the executive 

forces, while Head Office is government. They only interfere when pressure 

through discipline and ideology does not suffice, using their repressive forces only 

in extreme cases: Rebooting and the destruction of threats to the collective through 

drastic measures, such as infecting a whole village with a deadly disease (402), 

ensuring absolute obedience to the rules. 

5 Conclusion 

Shades of Grey’s colour perception-based social system of hierarchies is 

fascinating in many ways. Hidden behind its jokes and absurd exaggerations is an 

oppressive system using many of the tools Marxist philosophers identify as 

hallmarks of repression. In the introduction of this thesis I postulated that in this 

novel, colour is used as a metaphor for social class. Further, I posited that 

discipline, ideology, and hegemony as defined by Michel Foucault, Louis Althusser 

and Antonio Gramsci can be found as tools for the maintenance of the unequal 
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social system’s power structures. This necessitated studying the various social 

stratification systems of human societies to understand the roots of Chromatacia’s 

social ranking. I hope to have shown that Shades of Grey agglomerates aspects 

from many distinct aspects of social stratification to arrive at a caste-status hybrid 

social system, which is built upon a strong ideology to ensure the population’s 

submission to the rules. 

Although my research has shown that defining this genre is a complex 

matter full of contradictions, I call this novel a dystopian text. The most widely 

accepted definitions of utopian genres rely on author’s intent of their contemporary 

audience’s perception, though this is not only difficult to verify, but also does not 

necessarily influence the reader’s understanding of the text. Unless the author 

begins the novel with information on how they want their text to be understood, 

their intent cannot be taken into consideration for the reader’s understanding. Even 

then there is no guarantee that the reader agrees with the author. As such, it is up 

to the reader to assign meaning to a text. As a contemporary reader of Shades of 

Grey, I perceive the limited freedom and overbearing rules of this society as 

significantly worse than my own society, and therefore dystopian. This is verified 

by comparison of the typical narrative structures of both eutopian and dystopian 

texts, as Shades of Grey can be identified as following the dystopian structure of a 

protagonist only slowly realising the extent of their society’s repression.  

Choosing colour as the basis for a social system is out of the ordinary, 

though not unheard of. Brave New World assigns colours to its castes, though 

those are arbitrarily assigned and only manifest in clothing. Pierce Brown’s Red 

Rising (2014) also uses a complex social hierarchy based on colour, though these 

coincide with people’s hair and eye colours, similarly to Brandon Sanderson’s The 

Stormlight Archive series (2010-ongoing), which determines class based on eye 

colour. In When She Woke (2011), Hillary Jordan explores a society that 

genetically alters the skin colour of convicted felons according to their crime, from 

red for murder to blue for child abuse. The last three examples use colour in an 

outward, genetic manner, rather than simply in clothes or in a more inward fashion 

as Fforde does. Here, racial associations cannot be negated. Ethnicity and skin 

colour have been a primary determiner for discrimination throughout history and 
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continue to have significant impact on social status to this day. In Shades of Grey, 

colours are not genetically marked and the social ranking of the colours in relation 

to each other are more explicitly codified than they were or are in the real (western, 

euro-centric) world, where the ‘white’ and ‘non-white’ or ‘other’ dichotomy 

dominates. However, the discrimination based on colour perception still functions 

as a metaphor for racism. 

Concerning the social structure, this thesis compared the four big categories 

of social systems, estate, caste, status, and class, and have found aspects of three 

of them within the novel. Economic class is a factor since monetary wealth puts 

Constance Oxblood over her fellow reds. However, she is also considered ‘old 

money’, a prestige factor going beyond wealth and influencing her status. Similarly, 

Eddie Russett’s father commands respect due to his occupation as a swatchman, 

the village healer. Age, descent, and behaviour similarly decide a person’s status 

within this society. The most obvious parallels to the novel’s social system, 

however, are found in the caste system. Certain professions are restricted to 

specific colours, intermarriage is frowned upon and outright forbidden in the case 

of complimentary colours, the lowliest group, the Greys, are expected to carry out 

the dirtiest and most dangerous jobs, and group membership is, at least at first, 

determined through descent. Further, Brave New World, an obvious inspiration for 

this novel, similarly assigned colours to the groups it specifically called ‘castes’. 

Still, I call this system a hybrid of caste and status. While colour perception, and 

therefore group membership, is influenced by the parents’ caste, it ultimately is 

determined by a genetic ability that can differ from the parents’. A person’s true 

caste is only ascertained when they take the Ishihara upon reaching maturity, and 

it can be completely different from their family’s. Further, colour can even change 

independently from genetics, as shown by the Lemon-Skye family, which consists 

of an originally blue father and a yellow mother, who produced green offspring and 

are marked as Greens themselves. This cannot happen within a pure caste 

system. As a hybrid, this system is more closely related to modern western 

societies than a strict caste system would be, while the very rigid groups add the 

necessary strangeness that marks this system as other than our own, other than 

what a free society would want.  
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The novel’s social hierarchy further showed interesting variations of the 

social mobility typically found in human societies. Families are almost guaranteed 

to rise or fall in rank with every passing generation, circumvented only through 

strategic marriages to uphold strong colour perceptiveness. Intragenerational 

mobility, however, is only possible through marriage and the Ishihara, which is 

dependant solely on genetics, not skill. If, and only if, a person proves to be highly 

perceptive of a colour, high-ranking positions open up to them. Personal freedom 

is heavily restricted due to this, as strategic marriages take precedence over love. 

At first, Eddie wants to marry Constance Oxblood, the richest red girl in his 

hometown. Once he arrives in East Carmine and his strong red-perception is 

revealed, the purple Head Prefect claims him for his own daughter Violet, who is 

more blue than purple herself. Despite his protestations, Eddie has little say in this, 

and is even tricked into fathering a child with Violet: while he did consent to sexual 

intercourse, he did so not knowing that Violet had ensure she would be fertile. 

Lastly, the romance between Eddie and Jane is thwarted when she is revealed to 

be a Green, a result purposefully arranged by the Head Prefect, as complementary 

colours are not permitted marriage. These issues also link to the lack of equality: 

Chromatacia has no legal equality between colours, and neither are there any 

meaningful attempts to ensure equality of opportunity or outcome, as the unequal 

hierarchy is seen as righteous and just. As it is described as such in the 

religious/legal text ‘The Word of Munsell’, the hierarchy cannot be questioned. The 

only equality guaranteed is that over generations, each family will be at the bottom 

and the top of the hierarchy. 

Most citizens of Chromatacia see their social system as just because their 

society operates on a strict ideology and rule system, the Word of Munsell. This 

rule book dictates behaviour in all aspects of life, from clothing to marriage and 

manners. It is also here that the complex hierarchy based on colour perception is 

established. Similar adherence to real-world moral laws or religious text was more 

common up until approximately the mid-20th century but can still be found in 

particularly religious or conservative communities. Ultra-orthodox Jews, for 

example, closely follow Jewish laws concerning their clothing, food, and even 

certain daily interactions. Conduct books, found throughout history but especially 

popular in the 18th and early 19th century, defined precise requirements concerning 



70 

behaviour and manners of any gender, occupation, and class. These real-life 

comparisons are not as all-encompassing as the Word of Munsell, but quite likely 

served as inspiration. Questioning this ideology is strictly prohibited due to the 

believe that the only way to avoid the societal destruction is to uphold the status 

quo and avoid any kind of change or progress. According to the diegetic ideology, 

the ‘Stasis’ needs to be protected at all times, which leads back to Sargisson’s 

theories on utopia and perfection. She claims that a utopia cannot entail perfection, 

as perfection leaves no room for improvement or change. Without change, a 

society cannot progress, culture and society will stagnate which, in turn, means it 

is not perfect. This is thoroughly illustrated in Shades of Grey, where history and 

literature are eradicated, new ideas are frowned upon, and culture is reduced to 

politeness and the safe-keeping of paintings the names of which have been 

forgotten. Choosing paintings for this reverence of art rather than literature, which 

is disregarded as too dangerous, is an interesting decision in a colour-blind world. 

Nobody in Chromatacia can see all aspects of a painting, which leads to some 

castes showing varying degrees of interest in a painting based on the colour 

composition. Literature can be consumed regardless of colour-perception, but 

clearly it is seen as inspiring more thoughts and ideas than visual art, even in a 

visual world. 

The country’s leadership has achieved hegemony over society, a concept 

described by Antonio Gramsci as leadership not by force but by convincing the led 

that their leaders’ values are the societal norm and therefore not to be questioned 

(12). As a hegemonic society, Chromotacia does not see any overt repressive 

forces, such as the police or the military, intervene. If repressive force is needed, 

it still says hidden from the general population: those sentenced to death believe 

they are being sent to be re-educated, and do not learn the truth until it is too late. 

Building upon Gramsci’s ideas and therefore intricately connected to them, Louis 

Althusser identified both Repressive State Apparatuses (RSAs), e.g. the military, 

and Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs), which comprise the Church, schools, 

theatres, and even family life (142). ISAs exert control in a much more subtle and 

indirect way than RSAs, and as I have shown using the example of school and 

Chromatacia’s ‘Head Office’, it is mostly the ISAs enforcing the ruling ideology 

centred around colour perception. 
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Lastly, I have introduced Michel Foucault’s observations on discipline and 

surveillance and have demonstrated the many ways this is implemented in Shades 

of Grey. Most importantly, there is a secondary hierarchy, based not on colour but 

on social credit, which is earned both through work and as rewards for reporting 

on other’s misgivings, encouraging the surveillance of neighbours and friends. 

These points are named ‘merits’, named such due to them showing a person’s 

merit and good behaviour. They are linked to certain rights, such as marriage, and 

displayed by badges worn on one’s clothing, which mirror the markings forced upon 

Jewish people and other persecuted minorities in Nazi death camps. Through 

these badges, Foucault explains, social rank is visible and always on the minds of 

both high- and low-ranking persons, incentivising submitting to social rules to gain 

merit points. Further, the deduction of merits is also used as punishment. Here the 

true extent of the society’s repressive nature is revealed. Power is established 

through ideology and then maintained through constant social pressure from 

school, family, neighbours, and superiors to conform and submit to the rules and 

the hierarchy. If submission cannot be achieved, troublesome individuals are 

removed from society and killed. 

Shades of Grey contains a vastly complex world of social hierarchies and 

rules that are just exaggerated enough to be completely foreign, despite being 

rooted in our own society. Hiding behind satire, there is a repressive system 

rivalling that of great dystopian classics, such as Brave New World and 1984, by 

pointing to the subtle ways societies are controlled and power is maintained. This 

thesis illustrates how by combining a strong ideology with ruthless discipline and 

social pressure, the unequal, dystopian power structures of rigid hierarchies, in 

which Shades of Grey uses colour as a metaphor for race and caste, can be 

maintained with little societal resistance.



72 

Bibliography 

Atwood, Margaret. In Other Worlds: Science Fiction and the Human Imagination. 
London: Virago, 2011. 

Althusser, Louis. Lenin and Philosophy and other Essays. Trans. Ben Brewster. New 
York: Monthly Review Press, 1971. 

Amazon. “Best Sellers in Science Fiction & Fantasy”. Accessed 10 July 2019. 
<https://www.amazon.com/Best-Sellers-Books-Science-Fiction-
Fantasy/zgbs/books/25/ref=zg_bs_nav_b_1_b> 

Amazon. “Best Sellers in Teen & Young Adult Books”. Accessed 10 July 2019. 
<https://www.amazon.com/Best-Sellers-Books-Teen-Young-
Adult/zgbs/books/28/ref=zg_bs_nav_b_1_b> 

Baccolini, Raffaella, and Tom Moylan. “Introduction. Dystopia and Histories.” In: Dark 
Horizons. Science Fiction and the Dystopian Imagination. Ed. Baccolini, 
Raffaella, and Tom Moylan. New York: Routledge, 2003. 1-12. 

Baccolini, Raffaella. “Finding Utopia in Dystopia: Feminism, Memory, Nostalgia, and 
Hope.” In: Utopia Method Vision. The Use Value of Social Dreaming. Ed. Tom 
Moylan and Raffaella Baccolini. 3rd ed. Oxford: Peter Lang, 2007. 159-190 

BBC News. “Data leak reveals how China 'brainwashes' Uighurs in prison camps”. 24 
Nov 2019. Accessed 28 Jan 2020. <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-
china-50511063> 

BBC News. “The Great British class calculator: What class are you?” 3 Apr 2013. 
Accessed 30 Jan 2020. <https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-22000973> 

Berreman, Gerald D. “Caste.” encyclopedia.com. Accessed 28 Oct 2019. 
<https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences-and-law/anthropology-and-
archaeology/anthropology-terms-and-concepts/caste#B> 

Bosman, Julie. "Amazon Crowns 'Hunger Games' as Its Top Seller, Surpassing Harry 
Potter Series". The New York Times. 17 Aug 2012. Accessed 10 July 2019. 
<https://mediadecoder.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/08/17/amazon-crowns-
hunger-games-as-its-top-seller-surpassing-harry-potter-series/> 

Bottomore, T. B. Classes in Modern Society. 1965. New York: Vintage, 1966. 

“Caste.” Merriam-Webster's Encyclopedia of World Religions. Springfield, MA: 
Merriam-Webster, 1999. 

Claeys, Gregory. “Rethinking Modern British Utopianism”. In: Utopia Method Vision. 
The Use Value of Social Dreaming. Ed. Tom Moylan and Raffaella Baccolini. 
3rd ed. Oxford: Peter Lang, 2007. 87-112. 



73 

Claeys, Gregory. “The origins of dystopia: Wells, Huxley and Orwell.” In: The 
Cambridge Companion to Utopian Literature. Ed. Gregory Claeys. Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 2010. 107-134. 

Duby, Georges. The Three Estates: Feudal Society Imagined. Trans. Arthur 
Goldhammer. Phoenix edition. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982. 

‘Estate’. The Oxford Dictionary of the Renaissance. Oxford: UP, 2003. Accessed 11 
Oct 2019. 
<https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780198601753.001.0
001/acref-9780198601753-e-1285?rskey=vVSOnh&result=1281> 

Fforde, Jasper. Shades of Grey: The Road to High Saffron. 2010. London: Hodder 
& Stoughton, 2011.  

Fitting, Peter. “Utopia, dystopia and science fiction.” In: The Cambridge Companion 
to Utopian Literature. Ed. Claeys, Gregory. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2010. 
135-153. 

Foucault, Michel. Discipline and Punish. The Birth of the Prison. Trans. Alan 
Sheridan. 1977. 2nd edition. New York: Vintage Books, 1995. 

Giddens, Anthony. The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration. 
Cambridge: Polity Press, 1984. 

Goering, Sara. ‘Eugenics’. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 2 Jul 2014. 
Accessed 29 Jan 2020.  
<https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/eugenics/#ShoHisEug> 

Gramsci, Antonio (1971). Selections from the Prison Notebooks. Eds. and trans. 
Quentin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith. 11th reprint. New York: International 
Publishers, 1991.  

‘Hegemony’. Collins Dictionary. Accessed 20 Nov 2019. 
<https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/hegemony> 

Higdon, David. Wandering Into Brave New World. Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi B.V, 
2013. 

James, Edward. “Utopias and anti-utopias.” In: The Cambridge Companion to 
Science-Fiction. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2003. 219-229. 

Jameson, Fredric. The Seeds of Time. New York: Columbia UP, 1994. 

Kingston, Paul. The Classless Society. Stanford, CA: Stanford UP, 2000. 

Kumar, Krishan. Utopia and Anti-Utopia in Modern Times. New York: Basil 
Blackwood, 1987. 



74 

Lareau, Anette. “Introduction: Taking Stock of Class”. In: Social Class: How Does It 
Work? Ed. Dalton Conley and Annette Lareau. New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation, 2008. 3-24.  

Levitas, Ruth. The Concept of Utopia. London: Allan, 1990. 

Marger, Martin N. Social Inequality: Patterns and Processes. Sixth edition. New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 2014. 

Marshall, Gordon, David Rose, Howard Newby and Carolyn Vogler. Social Class in 
Modern Britain. 1988. Milton Park: Taylor & Francis e-library, 2005. 

More, Thomas. Utopia. 1516. Mineola, NY: Dover, 1997. 

Moylan, Tom. Demand the Impossible. Science fiction and the utopian imagination. 
New York: Methuen, 1986. 

Moylan, Tom, and Raffaella Baccolini. “Introduction: Utopia as Method.” In: Utopia 
Method Vision. The Use Value of Social Dreaming. Eds. Tom Moylan and 
Raffaella Baccolini. 3rd ed. Oxford: Peter Lang, 2007. 13-24. 

Murphy, Graham J. “Eutopia”. In: The Routledge Companion to Science Fiction. Eds. 
Mark Bould et al. London: Routledge, 2009. 478-483.  

Office for National Statistics. Standard Occupational Classification 2010: Volume 3 
The National Statistics Socio-economic Classification: (Rebased on the 
SOC2010) User Manual. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010. 

Rabkin, Eric S., Martin H. Greenberg, and Joseph D. Olander. Preface. No Place 
Else. Explorations in Utopian and Dystopian Fiction. Carbondale: Southern 
Illinois UP. vii. 

Rosamond, Ben. ‘Hegemony’. Encylopaedia Britannica. Accessed 20 Nov 2019. 
<https://www.britannica.com/topic/hegemony> 

Sargent, Lyman Tower. “The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited.” Utopian Studies 
5.1 (1994): 1-37. 

Sargisson, Lucy. “The Curious Relationship Between Politics and Utopia.” In: Utopia 
Method Vision. The Use Value of Social Dreaming. Ed. Tom Moylan and 
Raffaella Baccolini. 3rd ed. Oxford: Peter Lang, 2007. 25-64. 

“Social Status”. Encyclopaedia Britannica. Accessed 29 Oct 2019 
<https://www.britannica.com/topic/social-status>  

 

The Telegraph. “Hunger Games salute becomes symbol of Thai resistance.” 3 Jun 
2014. Accessed 18 July 2019. 



75 

<https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/thailand/10872322/Hung
er-Games-salute-becomes-symbol-of-Thai-resistance.html> 

Saunders, Peter. Social Class and Stratification. 1990. Milton Park: Taylor & Francis 
e-library, 2001. 

Vieira, Fátima. “The Concept of Utopia.” In: The Cambridge Companion to Utopian 
Literature. Ed. Gregory Claeys. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2010. 3-27. 

Voigts, Eckart. “Introduction: The Dystopian Imagination - An Overview.” In: Dystopia, 
Science Fiction, Post-Apocalypse. Classics - New Tendencies - Model 
Interpretations. Ed. Voigts, Eckart and Alessandra Boller. Trier: WVT, 2015. 1-
12. 

Wright, Erik Olin. “Social Class”. Encyclopedia of Social Theory. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage Publications, 2004. 

 

  



76 

Abstract 

This thesis concerns itself with the question of how power structures and social 

hierarchies are maintained within dystopian novels. For this, I analyse British 

author Jasper Fforde’s Shades of Grey (2009). The novel features a unique 

social system based on colour perception. In a society based on colour, people 

are ranked according to the colours they can see. The Greys, those who are 

completely colour-blind, comprise the disadvantaged working class, while 

those who can see red are one step above them, followed by orange, yellow, 

green, blue and purple. Eddie Russett, the protagonist, is a Red who falls in 

love with a Grey who shows him the repressive nature of his society. To 

analyse the social systems in this dystopian novel, this thesis first establishes 

what dystopia means, followed by the theoretical framework of social 

stratification. The third and final part concerns power structures, for which 

concepts of three Marxist philosophers are discussed: Michel Foucault’s 

discipline, Antonio Gramsci’s Hegemony and Louis Althusser’s ideology. The 

way these principles are implemented in the novel reveals that the inequal 

social system is maintained through a combination of ideology and strict 

enforcement of rules. 
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Deutsche Zusammenfassung 

Diese Diplomarbeit behandelt die Themen soziale Hierarchien und 

Machtstrukturen in dystopischen Romanen. Dafür untersuche ich Shades of 

Grey (2009) von dem britischen Autor Jasper Fforde, da hier ein besonders 

einzigartiges soziales System vorgestellt wird, dass auf Farben 

beziehungsweise deren Wahrnehmung basiert. In dieser Gesellschaft sind alle 

Menschen bis zu einem gewissen Grad Farbenblind, wobei jene, die mehr 

Farben sehen können, eine höhere Stellung einnehmen. Die Arbeiterklasse 

besteht aus den Greys, die beinahe gar keine Farben sehen können. Direkt 

über ihnen findet man die Reds, die rot sehen können, gefolgt von jenen, die 

orange, gelb, grün, blau, und lila sehen können. Eddie Russett, der 

Protagonist, ist ein Red der sich in eine Grey verliebt, die ihm das Ausmaß des 

repressiven Wesens seiner Welt zeigt. Um die sozialen Systeme dieses 

dystopischen Romanes zu analysieren, klärt diese Diplomarbeit zuerst, was 

‚Dystopie‘ bedeutet, gefolgt von einem Überblick über die Theorien der 

sozialen Stratifikationen. Der dritte und letzte Teil behandelt Machtstrukturen, 

wofür Konzepte dreier marxistischen Philosophen diskutiert werden: Michel 

Foucaults Disziplin, Antonio Gramscis Hegemonie und Louis Althussers 

Ideologie. Die Art und Weise, auf die diese Prinzipien in dem Roman 

dargestellt werden, zeigt, dass das ungleiche soziale System durch eine 

Kombination an Ideologie und strikter Vollstreckung der Regeln erhalten wird. 

 


